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Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise.
When we ignore it, it disturbs us.
When we listen to it, we find it fascinating.
-John Cage, Silence (3)

For Carrie Rizzuto and my loyal
writing companions Toby and Wells
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ABSTRACT

Mary G. Mazurek

AESTHETIC NOISE:
LISTENING PHILOSOPHICALLY

Noise is sound that is loud, confusing, chaotic, unwanted, disturbing, and even
dangerous. From this, many have concluded that noise is negative, as it can produce discomfort
and terror. But, if noise is never considered beyond this, it continues to be a threat. Therefore, I
argued that noise is complex, and if engaged with aesthetically, it can produce astonishingly
profound experiences and understandings, accessible within a framework of philosophical
filtering.
The complexities that aesthetic noise holds require filtering to gain more profound levels
of appreciation. Methods such as deep and deliberate listening, as well as observations to
psychological and phenomenological responses to noise, were employed to deconstruct works by
Luigi Russolo, John Cage, Alison Knowles, Annea Lockwood, Alyce Santoro, and Sunn O))).
To more fully appreciate the power of aesthetic noise, I applied philosophical filtering from the
following thinkers Edmund Burke, Martin Heidegger, Jacque Derrida, and Julia Kristeva. Their
philosophies have been traditionally utilized to evaluate literature, the visual arts, and even
music, but rarely if ever noise. This is an aspect that makes my work unique.
Aesthetic noise was evaluated through the filter of Edmund Burke’s the sublime and the
beautiful, and it was determined that noise could be both when used as an art material. To better
understand noise as an art material, it was then assessed with the four causes as elucidated by

vii
Martin Heidegger. Though the case could be made for noise as a material through the four
causes, it proved inadequate. Noise would require a different frame. It was then filtered through
Jacque Derrida’s premise of the parergon, which provided a porous and indeterminate frame.
This then demonstrated that noise was abject. Julia Kristeva’s premises of abjection and
purification were then applied in the processing of noise to gain additional aesthetic knowledge.
This investigation demonstrated that noise is exceedingly complex, and no one
philosophical approach proved adequate for its evaluation. However, by engaging multiple
philosophies in concert, the value of aesthetic noise was amplified, thus allowing the listener to
better appreciate noise and its possibilities.

Keywords: Noise, art, music, aesthetics, noise-art
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INTRODUCTION
“Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it, it disturbs us. When we
listen to it, we find it fascinating.”
John Cage, Silence (2).

On February 24, 1960, at the CBS Studios in New York, John Cage performed his
composition Water Walk on the game show I’ve Got a Secret. Biographer Kenneth Silverman
describes the scene:
Cage came on as the final contestant, wearing a dark suit and tie. His secret, spelled out
for the audience and home viewers on the TV screen: he was going to perform one of his
own musical compositions. The show’s host, Garry Moore, warned him that some
audience members would laugh at him. Laughing himself, Cage replied, ‘Of course. I
consider laughter preferable to tears.’ Cage would use: water pitcher, iron pipe, goose
call, bottle of wine, electric mixer, whistle, sprinkling can, ice cubes, two cymbals,
mechanical fish, quail call, rubber duck, tape recorder, vase of roses, seltzer siphon, five
portable radios, bathtub and grand piano. (Ch. 6)
With his elaborate array of objects, Cage made music before the television audience in a
performance that was part theater, part spectacle, and without any real classification. How is this
performance to be interpreted? Is it art, music, theater, or just noise? If we judge the work as
simply a noisy spectacle, we lose the opportunity of uncovering any additional aesthetic value
that might lie concealed in the piece.
Cage used noise in Water Walk. Since the word noise seems fairly self-explanatory, let us
begin there. Due to its common usage, we believe that we possess a complete understanding of
the word, but is this true? Let us examine some of the conventional definitions of noise to
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confirm our understanding. Record producer turned neuroscientist Daniel Levitin indicates that
noise is sound that is random and confused (The World in Six Songs 2). Donald Hall, in Musical
Acoustics, defines noise as unwanted sound that is not speech or music (2). Jacques Attali in
Noise: The Political Economy of Music indicates that noise interrupts the message (27). Random,
confused, unwanted interruptions seem to correlate with common understandings of noise.
Our surface understanding of noise is likely to be negative. And in the example above,
the game show audience added more noise to Cage’s performance by giggling, snickering,
hooting, and applauding (0:51-9:22). However, this piece reveals that noise influences us and is a
part of us and our everyday lives. Though the average person generally interprets noise
negatively, the artist is capable of revealing its possibilities when it is used as an artistic material.
When noise is used aesthetically, it can produce profound effects that can reveal additional
information beyond its habitually unfavorable interpretations. When we realize this, we find that
the subject of aesthetic noise is extremely complex. We will need to apply multiple philosophical
filters to gain a better understanding of its possibilities. Some of the surprising potentials that
aesthetic noise holds include its usage as a tool for social justice, its metaphorical symbolism as
trauma, and its artistic usage for its discharge. Aesthetic noise can become a means of emotional
and spiritual expansion as well as a meditative experience, and with continued usage as an art
material, the artist will likely reveal more of the potential in noise. Therefore, I argue if we
engage with noise aesthetically, we are likely to transcend our habitual aversion to it and
experience it as a profound and nuanced phenomenon. To achieve this, a framework must be
established and filtering through multiple philosophies will be required. In embarking on this
task, we may find some of the philosophical filters to be more effective than the others. The
value of each filter will also be determined. Only through an inquiry such as this will we gain a
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more profound understanding of noise and its potential value as an aesthetic material. I intend to
demonstrate this by filtering aesthetic noise through the philosophies of Edmund Burke, Martin
Heidegger, Jacques Derrida, and Julia Kristeva to support my argument. I have selected Burke,
who directly addresses the effects of sound and noise on our emotions in his book A
Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. I will determine
if Heidegger’s elucidation of Aristotle’s four causes, as well as his interpretation of alētheia and
apply them to aesthetic noise. Since noise is an unstable medium, I felt that Derrida’s premise of
the parergon might be applicable. Finally, I wanted to learn if the transduction of noise could be
related to Kristeva’s concepts of abjection and purification.

METHODOLOGY
The methodologies I will employ to assess my premise include phenomenology,
ethnography, participatory observations, and psychoanalysis. Noise is an experiential
phenomenon, so phenomenology will serve as a primary focus to examine how we live with and
react to noise. With ethnography, we will contemplate how noise influences our behaviors and if
they could be changed when noise is experienced aesthetically. Many of the artists that I will
include in this work call for participation with their works of noise, so a participatory
methodology will also be employed. I also perceived a link between noise and trauma, so I will
employ somatic modalities as well as Kristeva’s brand of Freudianism in the analysis.
My goal is to establish a framework that uncovers the value of aesthetic noise in art. To
accomplish this, multiple philosophical filters will need to be applied. As stated earlier, I have
chosen the philosophies of Edmund Burke, Martin Heidegger, Jacques Derrida, and Julia
Kristeva. Additionally, I will employ elements of acoustics, psychology, and neuroscience to aid
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in explaining for our responses, perceptions, and interpretations of noise. Deconstructionism and
deep philosophical listening are then also used to interpret the works of art. All of these
components will comprise the framework and serve in concert to reveal some of the complexities
of aesthetic noise and its ever-growing aesthetic potential.

PHILOSOPHICAL FILTERS
In a general sense, a filter is a device used to separate the unwanted material from the
wanted. Typically, noise is the unwanted element that is filtered, but I ask what would happen if
we filtered our negativity towards it instead? Could we find fascination in it, especially when it is
used aesthetically? I will further explicate by beginning with an observation of aesthetic noise
through Burke’s philosophy on aesthetics. The perception of noise is sensual, so I believe his
empirical approach will provide much information. I will then subject noise to Heidegger’s
criteria of the four causes and filter it through his interpretation of alētheia to determine if there
is any truth to be revealed aesthetic or otherwise in noise. However, to speak about noise
aesthetically and to consider its ability to move us past our ingrained negativity towards it, we
will require a structure like a frame. However, noise does not respect boundaries, so it will
require something less conventional than a frame that we might encounter around a painting.
Derrida’s premise of the parergon seems to hold the potential to frame aesthetic noise. I will
apply Derrida’s concept to several works to learn if it might provide a valid method with which
to understand noise when it is used as an art material. The final filter that I will be applying is
abjection, as elucidated by Julia Kristeva. Noise seems to fit the definition of abjection, so its
purification might provide aesthetic value, which may move us beyond its negative connotations.
Additionally, I will add elements from psychology and neuroscience to aid in explaining our

5
experiences, interpretations, reactions, and relationships to noise. As artistic examples, I have
selected works by John Cage, Luigi Russolo, Steve Reich, Alison Knowles, Annea Lockwood,
Alyce Santoro, and Sunn O))) (pronounced “Sun”) to test these philosophical filters to learn
which ones provide value. Additionally, this philosophical examination intends to reveal the
complexities and the potential of noise.

AESTHETIC NOISE
Before continuing, it might prove helpful to explain what I mean by aesthetic noise and
why I have chosen to use this term instead of sound art, noise art, or noise music. Paul Hegarty
claims that sound art and noise music are difficult to define, but he equates the terms to
minimalist sculpture. He goes on to state that “…it is too self-contained, and sets up the listener
as self-contained, in order to challenge not sufficiency, but only the way in which that has been
constructed (i.e. it’s going to ‘make you think,’ and in so doing reveal to the listening subject
some part of a hitherto hidden sound reality)” (170). Meanwhile, Douglas Kahn offers this
observation:
With respect to music, the emergence of sound art in the 1980s was characterized by a
problematic attitude toward Western art music—in particular, the avant-garde and
experimental work claiming a relationship to sound per se. The idea of the musicalization
of sound arose as a means to identify and supersede techniques in which sounds and
noises were made significant by making them musical. (18)
Though I agree with both Hegarty and Kahn’s definitions, these terms have come to be too
confining for such an expansive material. These terms have also become quite specific in more
recent times. For example, as I have found out, in certain circles, John Cage would be considered
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to be a sound artist but not a noise artist. Annea Lockwood’s works might be considered to be
compositions or installations and not noise music. Alison Knowles’ works might fit better under
performance art rather than noise or sound art. Alyce Santoro’s work might be interpreted as
sculptural, making the noise contained within it less significant. Steve Reich’s work might be
considered to be closer to Western music than to noise. However, what is true is that all of the
artists mentioned above use noise aesthetically. Therefore, I prefer to use the term “aesthetic
noise” to describe their usage of noise in their works. I feel that the term aesthetic noise suggests
more expansive possibilities for noise when it is used in art.
To continue, when we think of Cage and Water Walk, which was illustrated above, we
might be left with questions as well as some confusion. After all, confusion is included within
the conventional definition of noise. If noise is confusing, what is Cage attempting to accomplish
with a work such as Water Walk? In my estimation, he is asking us to engage with noise
differently because it is only when we consider it differently by applying philosophical listening
that we gain awareness beyond our habitual reactions to it. In an interview with musicologist
Rebecca Boyle, dancer and choreographer Bonnie Bird describes Cage’s objective in a light that
supports my assumption:
He loved that kind of thing, and that was in a way John’s hidden agenda. Because he was
challenging himself to support his own point of view, he liked to challenge other people
to think further when they came in touch with his work. Of course, it brought many
young people on his heels because he made them think about things like silence. He made
them think of the world they actually live in and listen to it in a totally other way. (qtd. in
Dickenson 78)
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With his alternative use of and attitude of and towards noise, Cage encourages his audience to
consider it differently. He challenges us to go beyond the definition of noise as random, chaotic,
disruptive, and unwanted. Instead, he asks us through his works to consider noise as a catalyst
for new thought, new truth, and new beauty. Musicologist Stanley Sadie claims that Cage is
attempting to free music from “mental control” (496). Though this statement contains an element
of truth, I believe that when we employ noise in an aesthetic manner, the result engages the mind
in a more profound manner and expands its abilities to interpret and understand art. Furthermore,
when technological means are employed in the purification or transduction, which changes one
form of energy into another, of noise into art, we traverse past its negative enframement.
There are several more reasons to examine noise as an aesthetic material. Current texts
show that noise is often misunderstood by musicologists and ignored by philosophers. However,
this does not downplay its significance. John Cage duly notes that noise contains the power to
both annoy and fascinate us (Silence 3), which demonstrates its influence over us. However,
there has not been sufficient engagement with noise in a theoretical manner. This lack of
engagement is disturbing, as there is a risk of overlooking the deeper significance of aesthetic
noise, and more urgently, we risk becoming subject to further enframement from it. Examining
noise through multiple philosophical filters could possibly hold much potential for the artist and
the audience who experiences these works. The field of study with regards to noise is still
emerging, and the terrain is not without its obstacles, but further investigation into the aesthetics
of noise presents many opportunities to further the discourse. Besides aesthetics, the study of
noise impacts other areas of scholarship such as acoustics, psychology, neuroscience, and
branches of philosophy such as phenomenology, ontology, and epistemology. This demonstrates

8
that the concepts that noise can reveal are complex and extend beyond our habitual connotations
of it.
The study and usage of aesthetic noise expand the palette of the artist and composer,
allowing them to explore new forms while working with the instability and indeterminacy of the
medium. In this respect, noise and works of art and music that result from it can serve as a
metaphor for the self, which is also unstable. Works of noise challenge us to recognize the truth
of this instability even though many might not wish to acknowledge it. This fear to accept this
fact points to the sublimity of noise as well as its fragility. Delicacy and fragility, as Burke notes,
are requisite attributes of the beautiful (105). In light of this, can noise be beautiful? The pursuit
leads to more questions, which might lead us to new avenues of investigation. This further
demonstrates the complexity of aesthetic noise, the need for multiple philosophical filters, and its
worthiness as a subject of inquiry.
The main goal of this writing is to reveal some of the complexities of noise by applying
multiple philosophical filters. In doing so, we can begin to glean a better understanding of it as
an aesthetic material and experience more of its nuances. In doing so, we may be able to move
beyond the negative connotations of noise, and this may reveal some truth that we had not
considered. We must then define the word truth, which at first seems simple, but as we will
learn, it can be interpreted in a number of different ways. The truth in aesthetic noise in one
context might be a fallacy in another, so truth as correctness might not serve as the most optimal
path for noise, but that is to be determined. Noise is malleable, so we must find a flexible frame
that allows us to contextualize it. Transduction may serve as a form of purification for noise. By
considering works of art that incorporate the aesthetic usage of noise, we may be able to make
some of these determinations or be pointed down alternative routes or possibly both.
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UNDERSTANDING NOISE AESTHETICALLY
Cage expresses music as the organization of sound (Silence 3). However simple, this
definition proves to be very controversial. Adorno likely would have disapproved of Cage’s
definition, especially if it involved electronics. Adorno claims that the result of electronic music
composition sounds “accidental” and like the “droning of machinery” (“Music, Language, and
Composition” 121-122). If Adorno would likely disapprove of Cage’s compositions, he would
likely abhor the work of Luigi Russolo.
In return, Russolo would likely find Adorno’s definition both confining and outdated. In
his Futurist Manifesto, he states the following with regards to traditional Western music:
We futurists have all greatly loved and enjoyed the harmonies of the great masters.
Beethoven and Wagner have stirred our nerves and hearts for many years. Now we have
had enough of them, and we delight much more in combining in our thoughts the noises
of trams, of automobile engines, of carriages and brawling crowds, than in hearing again
the “Eroica” or the “Pastorale.” (25)
Russolo was so fascinated with noise, especially those noises that emerged as a result of the
industrial revolution, that he sought to imitate, reproduce, and recreate them. He found delight in
the noises of car horns, revving engines, and airplane propellers, and he sought the means to recreate as well as create with them. To do so, Russolo studied the acoustical writings of Hermann
Helmholtz and used his resonator specifications to fashion twenty-seven acoustical, mechanical
boxes. The boxes were fitted with cranks, strings, membranes, conical horns, etcetera and bore
names like croakers, busters, whistlers, howlers, to name a few. As a whole, they were called
intonarumori or noise intoners. Russolo then subverted the traditional musical staff by drawing
lines and squiggles to indicate volume and pitch. Russolo’s objective was to construct and
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perform with this noise orchestra in order to elevate his audiences to higher spiritual and mental
planes (Chessa 139). However, Russolo used Helmholtz's research to construct his noise
instruments. There was disagreement in their philosophies.
Helmholtz indicates that music must adhere to specific rules in order to avoid the
trappings of consciousness (367-368). Levitin offers some additional details concerning the
definition of music. He states:
The basic elements of any sound are loudness, pitch, contour, duration (or rhythm),
tempo, timbre, special location, and reverberation. Our brains organize these fundamental
perceptual attributes into higher-level concepts-just as a painter arranges lines into
forms−and these include meter, harmony and melody. When we listen to music, we are
actually perceiving multiple attributes or “dimensions.” (This is your Brain on Music 14)
It is difficult to fit the works of Russolo and Cage under these definitions of music as they
require specific elements, which these artists refuse to fully apply. Plato, too, utilizes very
specific criteria in his definition of music. The formal elements are described in his Republic.
Here, he notes that a song must have three key components: speech, harmony, and rhythm (80).
Plato specifies that the harmony and the rhythm must fit the speech because music performs the
very crucial task of educating the guardians (ibid). Therefore, he offers no hope of a transcendent
musical noise language. Music becomes a means to deliver educational content to the guardians
in training, and Plato suggests that musical education should begin before physical training
(ibid). Hegel notes that musical talent presents itself early due to its lack of content; however,
poetry is another matter, as it is “…full of content and thought…” (28). And the presentation of
the content is of the deepest concern for Plato.
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The form that these musical instructions take is quite rigid, specific, and highly censored.
Plato prescribes only Dorian and Phrygian modes in the education of the guardians, as they are
associated with courage, persuasion, prayer, and instruction (81). The lamenting modes of
Mixolydian and Syntono-Lydian are omitted because, as he says, they influence people to be less
good than their potentials allow (80). Also to be excluded are the Ionian and Lydian modes as
they are attributed to drinking songs. Polyphony is highly discouraged, as are the instruments
that produce them (270). Rhythms that are representative of emotions and vices should be
discarded, and the meters of Iamb and Trochee should be encouraged as they relate to good
character (83). Plato relates these details through Socrates in Book III:
Then aren’t these the reasons, Glaucon, that musical training is [5] most important? First,
because rhythm and harmony permeate the innermost element of the soul, affect it more
powerfully than anything else, and bring it grace, such education makes one graceful if
one is properly trained, [e] and the opposite if one is not. Second, because anyone who
has been properly trained will quickly notice if something has been omitted from a thing,
or if that thing has not been well crafted or well grown. And so, since he feels disgust
correctly, he will praise fine things, be pleased by them, take [5] them into his soul, and,
through being nourished by them, become fine [402a] and good. What is ugly or
shameful, on the other hand, he will correctly condemn and hate while he is still young,
before he is able to grasp the reason. And, because he has been so trained, he will
welcome the reason when it comes and recognize it easily because of its kinship with
himself. (84)
What we come to understand from this statement is that music is very powerful because it can
influence the mind. Therefore, it must be regulated, and Plato supports standard structures in
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music to accomplish this task. Plato confirms this in the following reference to Greek mythology,
“Well we are certainly not doing anything new, my friend, in preferring Apollo and his
instruments to Marsyas and his” (82). Marsyas was the satyr who challenged Apollo to a musical
contest and was punished for his wild playing. The musical chaos produced by Marsyas could be
equated to the Dionysian in music.
Adorno, Helmholtz, and even Levitin seem to be more in accordance with Plato favoring
Apollonian structures in music. However, Russolo and Cage seek more expansive scenarios with
regards to music with their usages of aesthetic noise, which would be interpreted as more
Dionysian. However, neither abandons structure altogether. Cage uses chance operation and the I
Ching to form an indeterminate structure, and Russolo uses the traditional musical staff to score
pieces for his intonarumori. These structures prove to be more porous than the traditional and
established boundaries of Western music.
Cage did study traditional composition, and his teachers included Erik Satie, Henry
Cowell, and Arnold Schoenberg. Cage drew influence from all of his teachers. He deeply
respected Schoenberg but felt that the twelve-tone compositional techniques that he offered were
too confining. Cage relates this in a BBC interview. On Schoenberg, Cage states, “He was a law
giver, but he was a law taker-backer too. [laughs] He would encourage you to take freedom, and
then you would do that, and he would say ‘Why do you break the rules?’ Then you’d follow the
rules and he’d say ‘Why don’t you take a little freedom?’ and so on” (Cage Talk 31). Cage later
formed his own compositional ideas, which led him to experiment with new forms, structures,
and methods. He was very conscious of the relationship between time and space, and his pieces
began to favor rhythm over harmony. Cage also drew much inspiration from Luigi Russolo and
the Futurists, as well as Marcel Duchamp and the Dadaists. Because of this, the noises of
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everyday life was showcased in his works. He incorporated electronics and other technology, as
well as other arts and sciences in his works, claiming that there should be no separation between
them (Cage Talk 8). What Cage sought to initiate is a new experience with noise that makes the
ordinary aesthetic, and by doing so, he transcends the traditional musical form.
Well before Cage called for the seamless integration between life, art, and technology,
Fredrich Nietzsche proposed a similar homogeneity within tragedy. Tragedy is an amalgam of
forms which may include poetry, music, dance, and the visual arts. Here, they are all united in an
elating chaos, which speaks to the Dionysian impulse in art. It is important to note that this is not
at the expense of the Apollonian, which must remain in concert to be effective. However,
Nietzsche points out that they have become separated, with Apollonian aspects being favored
over the Dionysian options. Nietzsche then begins to question what would happen if music
became more Dionysian (11).
Nietzsche contemplates, “The re-born genius of Dionysiac music now took hold of this
dying myth, and under its hand it blossomed anew, in colours such as it had never shown before
and with a perfume that awakened a longing premonition of a metaphysical world” (54). Noise
has been banished from the repertoire, much like the Dionysian element has been banished from
tragedy. Both Cage and Russolo seem to call for the return of the Dionysus’ presence in music
through their use of aesthetic noise. Doing so allows us to gain new understandings and to go
beyond music as Nietzsche indicates:
After all, we do now understand the meaning of our desire to look, and yet too long to go
beyond looking when we are watching tragedy; when applied to our response to the
artistic use of dissonance, this state of mind would have to be described in similar terms:
we want to listen, but at the same time we long to go beyond listening. (114)
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The use of aesthetic noise by both Russolo and Cage seems to imply that they intend to
encourage their audiences to go beyond listening and to listen philosophically. However, the
aesthetic usage of noise will exceed any traditional frame, and a frame is necessary for context
and to ensure that the meaning of the work will be revealed. A means of reframing noise will be
needed.

REFRAMING NOISE
Noise contains information. When we are able to perceive noise differently by purifying
and reframing it, additional information may be revealed. The purification process implies an
ordering or reordering, while the frame provides context. The usage of these devices may allow
new forms, new truths, and new beauty to be realized. However, before we examine how noise
might be framed and purified, we should define the terms beauty, truth, frame, and purification.

BEAUTY
Observing a beautiful object causes an emotional response. On the subject of beauty,
Edmund Burke states, “By beauty I mean, that quality or those qualities in bodies by which they
cause love, or some passion similar to it” (83). He then goes on to note the satisfaction that we
receive when observing a beautiful object (ibid). Burke’s philosophy on the beautiful aligns with
Plato’s, as we can see when he poses this question through Socrates, “And surely the most
beautiful is also the most loveable, isn’t it?” (85). It seems that the only acceptable answer to this
question is “yes.” If this is indeed the case, it appears to be impossible to attribute beauty to
noise. However, we would be remiss if we did not explore the possibility, which will unfold later
in this writing.
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TRUTH
In Plato’s Republic, Socrates asks the question, “And isn’t being deceived about the truth
a bad thing, whereas possessing the truth is a good one?” (97). Again, there is no other
acceptable answer for this question, but “yes,” as Plato links truth to morality and origin. He
presents the example of a couch in Book X. He indicates that the “natural maker” is a god, and
therefore, there is only one true original. The craftsman can only make a replica of the couch,
and the painter portrays a copy of that copy (300). This frames the original as the only true and
correct rendition of the couch; all others are mere imitations. Truth, in this case, presents no gray
area. It is either correct or not correct. We might ask if there is any truth that could be revealed in
the copy or imitation? For the answer, we might look to Martin Heidegger.
Heidegger delves into the problem of truth and what it means to our very being. He
expresses truth as accordance and alētheia and not as correctness. If we are in accordance, then
the truth is mutually agreed upon (“On the Essence of Truth” 117). This divulges the dependent
nature of truth. Its correctness is relational. He further indicates in his essay “On the Essence of
Truth” that accordance is the assumption that we already know the truth of an object or situation
(113). He asserts that truth is more a matter of “disclosedness or unconcealment
(Unverborgenheit)” than correctness (“On the Essence of Truth” 125). This truth is alētheiac. It
is an instance when something is allowed to be shown. However, noise seems to align more
closely with Heidegger’s concept of gestell or enframement than alētheia.
At this point in our history, technology is so much a part of our everyday life that it is
nearly impossible to imagine existing without it. Because of this, we become enframed by
technology. Noise presents a similar dilemma, yet in some respects, it is more dangerous. If we
attempt to ignore or avoid it, we can become enframed in the negativity of noise. In other words,
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it can control us by placing us in standing reserve by consciously or unconsciously influencing
our behaviors. When we come to be in service of technology, or noise, in this case, it is what
Heidegger terms this as Gestell (“The Question Concerning Technology” 324). He then calls for
a return to art as a means of revealing the truth, proposing that this is the only means to save us
from enframement (“The Question Concerning Technology” 340). However, what if technology
and noise were part of the art? Could it reveal aspects of truth that allow us to gain further insight
into art, aesthetics, and maybe even ourselves? If noise is enframing, could utilizing it in art
present a reframe that reveals truth as alētheia? By presenting noise in different contexts with
different borders, both Russolo and Cage present familiar noises in new and unfamiliar ways.
This encourages us to consider noise beyond the ordinary, but does this reveal truth? To consider
this, noise will need to be reframed.

FRAMING-REFRAMING
A common image of a frame is a structure that surrounds a work of art like a painting by
providing borders, denoting a distinction between what is and what is not the art. Kant would
have us believe that the frame is an extra that actually detracts from the pure beauty of the
artwork (57), but is this true? A frame that surrounds a painting seems to be clearly defined, but
how would we conceive of a frame for noise as it does not respect boundaries? We would require
a different type of frame, and perhaps Derrida’s concept of the parergon will serve to unveil
even more information on noise when it is used aesthetically.
A parergon is also a frame, but its definition is more complex and elusive. On the subject
of the parergon, Derrida states:
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I write four times here, around painting. The first time I am occupied with folding the
great philosophical question of the tradition (“What is art?” “the beautiful?”
“representation?” “the origin of the work of art?” etc.) on the insistent atopics of the
parergon: neither work (ergon) nor outside the work [hors d’oeuvre], neither inside nor
outside, neither above nor below, it disconcerts any opposition but does not remain
indeterminate and it gives rise to the work. It is no longer merely around the work. That
which puts it in place−the instances of the frame, the title, the signature, the legend, etc.–
does not stop disturbing the internal order of discourse on painting, its works, its
commerce, its evaluations, its surplus-values, its speculation, its laws, and its hierarchies.
(The Truth in Painting 9)
Like noise, the parergon is disruptive as it asks us to consider what actually is the work and what
is the frame. What would the frame be for a work that contains aesthetic noise? Would it be the
location in which the work is presented, the acoustics of the space, the electricity, the recording
medium? Perhaps if we ponder the parergon, it will prove to be a useful tool in defining the
aesthetic value of noise.

ABJECTION AND PURIFICATION
The frame or paregon provides context and gives some structure to a work allowing us to
contextualize noise when it is used aesthetically. However, as noted earlier, noise does not
respect boundaries and will seep out of its container, making it abject. Anytime that we
encounter abjection, it reminds us of the fragile border between subject and object and between
life and death. It evokes terror as we realize that one day, we will be left without language and
identity. Our subjectivity will be surrendered, and we will be left as an object in the form of a
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corpse. Due to the auditory startle response, noise has the capability of stifling our reason,
causing us to react without thought. In the presence of sudden and loud noise, our subjectivity is
momentarily removed as our reasoning centers go offline, and we react unconsciously. This
power makes noise abject.
Abjection is something we must consistently purify or else be subjected to its horrors.
Institutional power structures like religion have served in the purification of the abject, but
Kristeva feels that those institutions have become archaic. Instead, she proposes that art and,
more specifically, literature s the most ideal means of purifying the abject (Powers of Horror
17). Since noise is abject, might it serve as the means for its own purification when used
aesthetically? This point will also be examined later in this writing.

MY INTEREST IN NOISE
Now that the philosophical filters have been established, I wish to take a moment to
explain my interest in noise, which stems from an earlier time, long before the commencement of
this document. Before my formal studies in music, I was fascinated by sounds and noise. I
derived joy from emptying my mother’s kitchen cabinets and fashioning my own personal noise
orchestra. For hours, I would also listen intently for hours to the sparrows that sang outside of
my bedroom window. I listened to car horns and engines on my walk to school. I noticed the tick
of the clock and the swish of the eraser against the chalkboard during classroom lessons, so
much so that the teacher’s voice became an unimportant murmur. I listened to the birds in the
trees with the wind rustling through the leaves. I took much delight from the crunching noises
that ensued each time that my foot hit the path during family outings. I deemed the babble of a
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brook to be my most favorite sound on earth. As a child, I curiously and joyfully engaged with
my noisy world.
Then my formal music lessons began, and I learned about harmony, melody, and then
more complicated counterpoint. Music began to supplant my noise world, and I began to view of
noise as it became more and more childish. I pushed the noise to the background, no longer
delighting in its enjoyment.
As an adult, noise then became a detriment, something to be entirely avoided, especially
in my career as an audio recording engineer. I took pride (and still do) in capturing flawless
recordings. A cough or a rustling paper program produces waves of anger in me as they disturb
the performance and impose their presence on my pristine recordings.
Yet my fascination with noise never really left, and I found myself being simultaneously
attracted to and yet repulsed by it. I wondered why this was the case. So, as I was embarking on
this dissertation, I thought that I could use this exploration as a means to examine the tension and
joy that I derive from noise. I begin each chapter with a brief vignette that describes my early
encounters with noise and its metaphors. I wrote these vignettes quite intuitively and
instinctually without an outline or a clear reason for the exercise. However, in doing so, bits of
noisy truth began to reveal themselves to me as unprocessed traumatic childhood experiences.
Concealed within the noise of my youth were these incidents that began to explain my
relationship to noise. This dissertation not only became a means to derive an aesthetic method for
the evaluation of noise but also, a means to reveal and to process my own obscured truth.
CHAPTERS SUMMARIES
CHAPTER 1 begins with a discussion of noise and why it is important to gain an
understanding of it beyond its negative connotations. The chapter continues with a bit of an
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explanation of the hearing mechanism and how sound is interpreted. Purity is prized by some
philosophers in music, and noise is not pure, but neither, we find, is music. Noise adds interest.
Also, finding interest in noise were Italian Futurist Luigi Russolo and composer John
Cage. Biographical information on both Russolo and Cage is given in this chapter. By briefly
chronicling some of their works and illustrating their timeline, we learn about their usage of
noise as an aesthetic material and some of their reasoning behind it. With their works, Russolo
and Cage invite us to consider noise differently. They ask us to realize that noise is a component
of daily life, capable of annoying us and even overtaking us. However, we can delight in noise
with fascination if we simply listen. Their works and treatment of noise demonstrate that noise
holds creative potential for the artist and an expanded way of listening for their audience. Their
works continue to influence artists.
CHAPTER 2 will highlight a select number of pieces that incorporate aesthetic noise by
artists whom I have met and whose works I have directly experienced. I begin with Steve Reich,
who I met and worked with at WFMT Radio in Chicago during a recording session. I then
provide pertinent biographical background. Reich championed recording tape like Cage, but
unlike Cage, Reich infused his personal interests into his work. For instance, Reich’s early tape
piece Come Out is not only a work of art that developed his phasing technique; it is also a call for
social justice. Another work, Different Trains, is an autobiographical, historical form that
incorporates noise. I then speak about some additional multi-media pieces of his, which employ
noise, technology, and music, which led him to develop new artistic and musical forms.
I continue with Alison Knowles, who was a friend and collaborator of John Cage. I was
fortunate to participate in a workshop that she led at Columbia College, Chicago, while I was
pursuing my master’s degree. Knowles was influenced by Cage and his works. She was a
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founding member of the Fluxus Collective, which took inspiration from Cage’s Happenings and
created Event Scores. These Event Scores were short sets of instructions for the artist and
sometimes the audience to perform. She, like Cage, used the noise of everyday occurrences. I
describe some of her Event Scores, including Nivea Cream Piece, where the mundane
application of coldcream is amplified through a sound system demonstrating the nuances of
noise.
Knowles is followed by Annea Lockwood, a New Zealand-born artist and composer who
is fascinated by the noises of the natural world. I had the pleasure of interviewing her for a
project in the mid-2000s. Her works contain noisy elements like tiger growls, tape machines, and
burning pianos. Her use of noise carries with it the goal of revealing our connectedness to each
other and the natural world.
New York-based artist Alyce Santoro takes cassette tapes and weaves them into fabric,
which she calls SONIC FABRIC. This fabric is then used to fashion garments and sculptural
pieces. For example, she designed a dress out of the fabric, fixing an orange circular emblem on
the front. It is entitled Superhero Dress #1. She also constructed a twenty-one-foot sail from the
fabric to create a piece entitled Tell-Tail Sails (after Sandy). The noise encased within the fabric
can be liberated with the use of a modified Sony Walkman. I was introduced to Santoro and her
work while visiting a gallery during an IDSVA New York residency.
The final artist that I include is Sunn O))), a metal band whose core members, Greg
Anderson and Stephen O’Malley, are considered to be pioneers of the metal subgenre known as
drone. Like typical metal music, the drone of Sunn O))) is extremely loud. However, unlike
typical metal music, it is very slow, smooth, and capable of inducing meditative-like states.
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CHAPTER 3 utilizes Edmund Burke’s empirical philosophy of the sublime and the
beautiful to determine what aesthetic truth may lie in noise. Burke postulates that the sublime
produces the passions of fear and terror (53), while the beautiful invokes the passion of love (83).
Attributes such as loudness, suddenness, intermittence, and the cries of animals, Burke says, are
all aspects of the sublime, as they induce fear (75-78). Since noise is typically judged as
negative, it seems clear that it should be subsumed under the concept of the sublime, but we
would be negligent if we did not launch an investigation into the beautiful. The question as to
whether nor not noise could be beautiful is posed. This inquiry begins with Risveglio di una città
(Awakening a City), by Luigi Russolo. Tiger Balm is a tape piece, which includes recorded tiger
growls by Annea Lockwood. The final example is of a 2018 performance by Stephen O’Malley,
a member of the band Sunn O))), at Drone Activity, a part of the Red Bull Music Festival. An
argument for noise and the sublime seems apparent, but in the hands of these artists, could noise
be beautiful?
CHAPTER 4 begins with an obstacle. Noise is invisible and ephemeral, not at all like a
solid art material. Further questions arise. Could noise be a legitimate art material? Is it capable
of being incorporated into a form? What is the purpose of noise? Who is responsible for creating
works with noise? In this chapter, Heidegger’s elucidation of the four causes is used as the filter
to gain answers to these questions. Additionally, noise is filtered through alētheia to learn if any
truth might be revealed in aesthetic noise. If there is any aesthetic truth to be found in noise, it
will likely be alētheiac. This will be determined using Alyce Santoro’s work Tell-Tail Sails
(After Sandy), John Cage’s Theater Piece No.1, Allan Kaprow’s 18 Happenings in 6 Parts,
Alison Knowles’ Event Scores Make a Salad, Newspaper Music, and Nivea Cream Piece, and
finally, Steve Reich’s early tape piece Come Out.
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In CHAPTER 5, we discover that noise requires a frame to derive context and to reveal any
truth in the work, aesthetic or otherwise. However, noise does not respect boundaries. It cannot
be entirely contained, and noise will leak out or even exceed an ordinary frame. A more flexible
frame is found in Jacques Derrida’s concept of the parergon. The parergon is applied to La
musica by Luigi Russolo, the Galician-edition of SONIC FABRIC by Alyce Santoro, and the
album Kannon, by Sunn O))) to determine its ability to amplify the aesthetic value of noise.
CHAPTER 6 concludes the analysis by passing aesthetic noise through the filters of
abjection and purification as presented by Julia Kristeva. Noise carries with it an excess of
negative associations and meanings. This, coupled with the fact that noise is difficult if not
impossible to contain, we might conclude that noise is abject. Kristeva notes that abjection must
be repeatedly purified, or the subject risks being subsumed by it. Religion has long served as a
means for this purification, but Kristeva argues that art and especially literature provide superior
means of purification (Powers of Horror 17). Can noise be purified into art? Could it even be a
means for its own purification? Abjection and purification and their relationship to noise are
what is explored in this chapter.
Noise is a factor of daily life, and if we try to ignore it, we risk becoming overwhelmed
or, at least, annoyed by it. Though annoyance seems like a minor inconvenience, constant
exposure to noise comes with consequences that affect our health and wellbeing. Furthermore, if
we continually judge noise as negative, it becomes a judgment about ourselves. If we remain in
this fixed mindset about noise, we run the risk of not discovering the aesthetic richness that it can
provide. It is not until the point in which we can find the fascination in noise that we will come
to realize its aesthetic potential. If we listen philosophically and engage with noise differently,
there may be alētheiac truth waiting to be revealed. Noise has the potential to inform us and
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expand our emotional capabilities and our aesthetic perceptions if we allow it. Noise is a part of
us; that is a fact. Noise lies both outside of us as well as inside often as psychic material that we
do not wish to recognize. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge and examine noise and our
relationship with it. Noise is quite complex. It will require multiple philosophical filters to
determine its nature. Only then can we begin to amplify the aesthetic value of noise.
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Chapter 1
Aesthetic Noise: An Origin Story
Stir the senses and you will also stir the brain! Stir the senses with the unexpected, the
mysterious, the unknown, and you will truly move the soul, intensely and profoundly!
Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noises (85).

Not yet tall enough to reach the kitchen counter, the little girl opens the lower cabinet
doors. Practically crawling inside, she reaches in to retrieve the shiny, stainless steel Dutch oven
and places it on the floor. The sauté pan is the next to be removed and placed next to it. She then
removes the lids, which are similar in size and weight. They will make perfect cymbals. She then
returns to the cabinet, pulls out a saucepan, and places it in line with the rest. The lid makes
shimmery ting as she flicks her nail on it. Too high to see, she, on her tippy toes, reaches into the
drawer to remove a substantial metal spoon. Her array of instruments is now complete for
today’s performance. She picks up the two large lids and CRASH! The sound warbles and
decays as she fans them in the air. Placing them deliberately on the floor, she then grasps the
handle of the Dutch oven in her left hand and the metal spoon in her right and CLANG,
CLANG, CLANG! The ample pot produces a satisfying resonance that is until her mother
rushes in. “STOP THAT NOISE!” she shouts, and the symphony ceases.

WHAT IS NOISE, AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
For a moment in our lives, noise is creativity and play. It fascinates and sparks our
imagination. However, as we grow into adults, noise loses its appeal. Instead of aesthetic, noise
becomes confusing, irritating, and even menacing as we attempt to avoid it. For instance, Paul
Hegarty notes Theodor Adorno’s irritation with noise as airplanes spoiling his nature walks (8).
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However, Cage reminds us, “Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it,
it disturbs us. When we listen to it, we find it fascinating” (Silence 3). Jacque Attali in Noise:
The Political Economy of Music indicates that noise interrupts the message (27). However,
messages were encoded in noise with Claude Shannon and Alan Turing’s vocoder to shield them
from enemy ears during World War II. If noise could contain a message, could it also contain
aesthetic value, which might reveal additional information?
Attali believes that when noise is transformed into music, this might be the case. He
states, “It is thus necessary to imagine radically new theoretical forms, in order to speak to new
realities. Music, the organization of noise, is one such form. It reflects the manufacture of
society; it constitutes the audible waveband of the vibrations and signs that make up society” (4).
Therefore, how we perceive, and fashion noise can tell us much about who we are both
individually and collectively. It can influence and shape our subjectivity negatively if we allow it
or positively if we invite it. I believe that if we think about noise with a fixed mindset, we will
continue to perceive it negatively. However, if we consider the aesthetic possibilities of noise, it
can elevate us out of our habitual responses to it. Noise has many possibilities to reveal, which
demonstrates that we are always under construction. We are influenced by what we perceive,
how we perceive it, and by what we do with it. Considering noise aesthetically offers us
boundless creative possibilities. In this chapter, I intend to present a brief history of aesthetic
noise through the lives and works of Luigi Russolo and John Cage. Their works are considered
to be foundational in the worlds of noise and art.
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NOISE AS MATERIAL
Before embarking on this journey, it might be pertinent to gain an understanding of noise
as sound. They both fall under the study of acoustics, a branch of physics that deems sound as
material. Even though it cannot be seen, physics classifies sound (and noise) as material.
Therefore, just as a painter uses paint, a sound artist, for instance, uses sound. In Musical
Acoustics, Donald Hall notes that sound, as well as noise, is a disturbance of the air (1). To
further explain, a sound waveform produces pressure changes as it travels through a medium,
which could be water, solid, or most commonly, air. As the waveform propagates, the space
between the air molecules expands and contracts (compression and rarefaction). In other words,
it vibrates the medium through which it travels. Sound contains the following information:
frequency, intensity, and timbre. To further explain, frequency can be equated to pitch. For
example, a concert A, which the oboe plays as a tuning reference before an orchestral concert,
has an oscillation of 440 Hertz. This means that the tone A 4 (the A above middle C) has a
waveform of 440 cycles per second; however, the oboe note is not pure, as its musical tone
contains other elements that differentiate it from other instruments.
For instance, a quality that differentiates an oboe from a violin is its timbre, which
consists of harmonics and partials. Harmonics are whole number multiples of the fundamental or
the dominant tone, and partials are any other non-whole number overtones present in the sound.
The whole number harmonics are considered to be musical, and the rest are considered to be
dissonant or noise. Therefore, both consonant and dissonant (sound and noise) elements exist in a
single note. Acoustician Hermann von Helmholtz explains, “Noises and musical tones may
certainly intermingle in very various degrees, and pass insensibly into one another, but their
extremes are widely separated” (7). While Helmholtz indicates separation, in my opinion, it is
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more a question of intensity than separation. If the intensity of the fundamental and the whole
number overtones are louder than the partials, we perceive the tone as musical. If the partials and
other elements are louder, then we perceive the result as noise. Intensity, simply put, is the
loudness or softness of the tone and its effect on the ear. Hall explains:
The mechanism is clear: Larger air-pressure variations cause larger amplitude motions of
the eardrum, middle-ear bones, oval window, perilymph, and basilar membrane [in the
ear]. More violent motion of the basilar membrane means more stimulation of the hair
cells and thus more nerve impulses are sent to the brain. (99)
Another relationship between sound and its medium is demonstrated when sound vibrates not
only the air but also the eardrum. Put simply, the soundwave is funneled through the ear canal to
the eardrum. It vibrates the eardrum and the attached ossicles, or bones of the middle ear. The
three bones are named for their shapes: the hammer, anvil, and stapes/stirrup. The last bone in
the chain, the stapes, enters the membrane-covered oval window, the entrance to the inner ear,
which stimulates the fluid-filled cochlea. This motion, in turn, excites the tiny hair cells in the
snail-shaped cochlea. This organ is sensitive to both pitch and intensity. The information is then
carried to the auditory nerve and then to the brain, which decodes loudness and tone. It is here
that the determination between noise or sound is made. The envelope of a sound also helps us to
distinguish one instrument from another. An envelope encompasses attack, sustain, and decay,
which further aids us in determining whether a sound is noise or music.
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Image 1: Diagram of the Human Ear, Wikipedia

Image 2: Sound Envelope: Attack, Sustain, Decay, and Release, Bielski, Paweł Michał
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Though, this does not provide us with an exact definition of noise. Perhaps Helmholtz
can further clarify. He states, “We perceive that generally, a noise is accompanied by a rapid
alternation of different kinds of sensations of sound” (7). From this, we learn that noise is sound,
but a clear definition of noise still eludes us. Neuroscientist Daniel Levitin adds that noise is a
confused, random conglomeration of sounds that the brain is unable to interpret (2). If the brain
cannot interpret the input, it cannot name it. It is difficult to understand something that we cannot
name. However, one aspect that we can determine about noise is that it is not pure. Purity, as
Hegel notes in Aesthetics, induces pleasure:
The purity of the sky, the clarity of the air, a mirror-like lake, smooth seas, delight us
from this point of view. The same is true with the purity of musical notes. The pure sound
of the voice makes the organ of production resound as well and does not afford the sound
in its relation to itself; and an impure note deviates from the note’s determinate character.
(141)
As we have also learned, musical tone is not pure either. Even if purity were possible, the result
would be boring. If all instruments produced pure tone, there would be no means to identify one
from the other. For example, a note produced by a flute is close to a pure tone, but if all
instruments produced only pure tones, they would all sound like flutes. Mixing the so-called pure
tone or fundamental with harmonics, partials, and its envelope shape aids us in instrument
identification. And if purity holds delight, then might impurity contain the power to fascinate us?
The answer might lie in its aesthetic usage.
Luigi Russolo, an aesthetic noise pioneer, reminds us that noise is present in every aspect
of our experience, and that makes life exciting! He explains, “Noise instead, arriving confused
and irregular from the irregular confusion of life, is never revealed to us entirely and always
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holds innumerable surprises. We are certain, then, that by selecting, coordinating, and controlling
all the noises, we will enrich mankind with a new and unsuspected pleasure of the senses” (27).
When we are surprised and fascinated by aesthetic noise, the experience is expansive, adding
more interest to life and art. Russolo puts it well that when we become active participants in the
process of noise, we gain a more satisfying experience instead of being overtaken by it. Aesthetic
usages of noise lead to new perceptions, which in turn change us by stimulating our senses in
different ways. This can influence the individual and society for the better. For Russolo, aesthetic
noise becomes a new creative material, as we will soon learn.

LUIGI RUSSOLO AND THE FUTURISTS
Inspired by technological noise generated by the Industrial Revolution, Italian Futurist
Luigi Russolo could be considered one of the first artists to utilize aesthetic noise in the Western
world. Some also credit him with the realization of the synthesizer. Luciano Chessa, in his book
Luigi Russolo, Futurist: Noise, Visual Arts, and the Occult, indicates, “[Russolo] is generally
considered the father of the first systematic poetics of noise and by some even the creator if the
synthesizer, and his influence on the likes of Edgar Varèse, Pierre Schaefer, and John Cage is
well documented” (2). His contributions to aesthetic noise cannot be overstated. Barclay Brown,
in the introduction to his book Luigi Russolo: The Art of Noises, describes Russolo’s contribution
of noise instruments to the genre as such:
His intonarumori, or noise instruments, could produce various timbres, some resembling
the sound of nature or machines, some entirely new. More significantly, these timbres
could be produced over a range of different pitches, sometimes more than two octaves.
Many of these noises bore a distinct likeness to those produced by an electronic
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synthesizer. The likeness was compounded by the fact that Russolo used his instruments
as the basis for essentially abstract musical compositions, much like the electronic music
of today. (1-2)
Russolo was producing sophisticated and innovative noise/sound combinations well before
Turing and Shannon invented the vocoder and before Robert Moog began shaping noise with
voltage-controlled amplifiers, which culminated in the Moog Modular Synthesizer. In his article
“Súbele al volumen,” Gerardo Sifuentes describes that Russolo’s higher purpose was to awaken
the imagination of humanity and move forward the future of music1 (94). Russolo was clearly
ahead of his time with his usage of aesthetic noise, but he did not begin this way. How then did
this once painter become so infatuated with noise?
Even as a painter, Russolo expressed interest in the auditory realm, as evident in La
musica. An analysis of its composition reveals Russolo’s desire to work beyond the conventions
of looking and listening. In the foreground, we see a musician in silhouette.

Image 3: Russolo: La Musica (1911), University of California, San Diego
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We are uncertain about the nature of the performance, but the colorful waveforms might indicate
content beyond the traditions of Western music. Perhaps, even dissonance plays an important
role, as it does for Nietzsche, who stresses in the Birth of Tragedy:
Could it not be that, with the assistance of musical dissonance, we have
eased significantly the difficult problem of the effect of tragedy? After all, we do now
understand the meaning of our desire to look, and yet to long to go beyond looking when
we are watching tragedy; when applied to our response to the artistic use of dissonance,
this state of mind would have to be described in similar terms: we want to listen, but at
the same time we long to go beyond listening. That striving towards infinity, that wingbeat of longing even as we feel supreme delight in a clearly perceived reality, these things
indicate that in both these states of mind we are to recognize a Dionysiac phenomenon,
one which reveals to us the playful construction and demolition of the world of
individuality as an outpouring of primal pleasure and delight, a process quite similar to
Heraclitus the Obscure's comparison of the force that shapes the world to a playing child
who sets down stones here, there, and the next place, and who builds up piles of sand
only to knock them down again. (114)
Both Russolo and Nietzsche realized the value of keeping an open mind to the possibilities of
dissonance in music. La musica alludes to experimentation with new sonorities, which involves
not only play and imagination but also tension. The tension arises with the transgression of
musical borders. This phenomenon is also present in language, as Jacques Derrida notes in Of
Grammatology:
It is a matter of presenting, with reference to the origin of language and society, a
certain number of oppositions of concepts indispensable for understanding at the same
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time the possibility of both speech and song. And above all for understanding the tension
or the difference that, in language as in music, operates at once as opening and menace,
principle of life and of death. (198)
The menacing element is the confrontation of language or music, in this case, with its opposition.
This challenges the notion of an a priori origin. Because we define ourselves through language,
this exposes the instability, which may jeopardize our sense of self. This instability causes a
rupture in the border, which makes us confront the unknown and brings us to the edge of our
existence and into the unknown, for which we have no language to describe. In that respect, the
experience could be described as sublime or abject, but as Derrida indicates, it creates an
opening (189). It is a space where new creation can begin.
To continue with La musica, a receptive audience surrounds the musician. The colorful
palette emanating from the heads of each listener implies a mind-expanding, even spiritual
experience. The occult was another of Russolo’s obsessions, which author and composer JeanMarc Vivenza indicates (Chessa 76). The painting is not only a visual realization but also a
spiritual and auditory awakening. But how did his infatuation evolve from visual representation
to an auditory one?
It is not as much of a leap as one might think. Russolo’s father was a watchmaker who
also tuned pianos and organs to make a living. He made sure that all of his children were
schooled in music. Russolo’s two brothers Giovanni and Antonio studied at the Milan
Conservatory, and Luigi learned to play the piano and violin well. However, instead of pursuing
music like his siblings, he chose to enter the Seminary of Portogruaro (Chessa 75). He did not
become a priest but an artist. Painting would become his medium.
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Later, Russolo was inspired by Futurist founder Emilio Angelo Carlo Marinetti and his
sound poem “ZANG-TUMB-TUMB.2” Marinetti was also responsible for introducing Russolo
to futurist composer Francesco Baililla Pratella in 1913 by suggesting that Russolo perform
Pratella’s Poema dei colori for piano during a futurist soirée (Chessa 100). After reading
Pratella’s manifesto on futurist music, Russolo praised his pioneering approach to enharmonic
music. Enharmony, as Pratella describes it:
…contemplates still more minute subdivisions of a tone; and hence it not only furnishes
our renewed sensibilities with a maximum number of specifiable and combinable sounds,
but also new and more varied relations among chords and timbres.
But above all, enharmony makes possible enharmonic intervals that have natural
and instinctive intonation and modulation, something unachievable within the
present tempered system that we wish to overcome. (81)
Pratella’s writing then inspired Russolo to write his own manifesto, entitled The Art of Noises
(23). In it, he called for the liberation of music from its oppressive structures. He both praises
and criticizes the great composers of the past in this passage:
We futurists have all greatly loved and enjoyed the harmonies of the great masters.
Beethoven and Wagner have stirred our nerves and hearts for many years. Now we have
had enough of them, and we delight much more in combining in our thoughts the noises
of trams, of automobile engines, of carriages and brawling crowds, than in hearing again
the “Eroica” or the “Pastorale.” (25)
Western tonality had reached its limits, and more was to be found in the technological noise of
the time. Russolo longed to incorporate the noises of the time into his music compositions. The
noise produced by engines, gears, planes, and trams would become a catalyst for Russolo to
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transgress traditional Western musical structures in an attempt to expand the consciousness of
himself and his audience.
To accomplish this, he created a whole new array of noise instruments. Surely, he built
upon the lessons of his watchmaker father, his musical family, the noises that surrounded him,
and the scientific knowledge that he acquired along the way. Russolo’s broad range of interests
led him to the study of acoustics,3 which brought him to read Helmholtz’s On the Sensation of
Tone. The knowledge that he gained from this text aided him in the construction of his
instruments. However, as Kahn indicates in Noise, Water, Meat, Russolo had a fundamental
disagreement with Helmholtz regarding noise. Kahn articulates:
Russolo, however, took exception to the cultural claims of acoustics: ‘Acoustical science,
which is indubitably the least advanced of the physical sciences, is particularly applied to
the study of pure sounds, and until now has completely neglected the study of noises.
This is perhaps because it was thought that sounds must be sharply divided from
noises−an absurd division…which has no reason to exist at all.’ Russolo singled out
Helmholtz in rejecting the neat division between sound and noise. (79)
Though Russolo disagreed with Helmholtz on this point, he found his analysis of resonance
extremely useful in creating his new instruments. The Helmholtz resonator4 served Russolo’s
purposes perfectly, as forcing air through a cavity alters the pitch and increases amplification.
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Image 4: Russolo and His Assistant, Piattie, with noise instruments (1913),
University of California, San Diego

His noise instruments, which he called intonarumori, were primarily acoustical,
mechanical devices constructed of wooden boxes with a variety of cavity sizes. Conical horns
were attached. Each box was also fitted with a crank that moved air through the instrument.
Some also possessed the capability to be operated by means of a low voltage provided by a
battery, which was activated by a switch. Utilizing the principles of the Helmholtz resonator,
these devices created a wide dynamic range from soft to loud. Some were also fitted with stops
like a pipe organ, which altered the timbre of the noise. Russolo invented a total of twenty-one
instruments that bore names such as howlers (ululatori), roarers (rombatatori), cracklers
(crepitatori), rubbers (stropicciatori), bursters (scoppiatori), gurglers (gorgoliatori), low
hummer (ronzatore), and low whistler (sibilatore) (Russolo 75). This is an excellent example of
aesthetic noise; though it was not Russolo’s intention to imitate specific noises, the results bore
an uncanny resemblance to the sounds of actual objects. Greg Hainge, in his book Noise Matters:
Towards an Ontology of Noise, describes the first performance:
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A year later Russolo gave a concert in Milan featuring specially made and named
instruments of his own invention, including a ‘howler’, a ‘gurgler’, a ‘croaker’, and a
‘roarer’. Unimpressed, his audience began making some noise of its own. One might
suppose this would have pleased the Futurists – why not a ‘cat-caller’ and a ‘boo-maker’
to add to the mix? – but instead Russolo’s artistic cronies jumped into the seats and began
punching people, eleven of whom wound up in the hospital. (Ch. 1)
Four of Russolo’s works including Risveglio di una città (Awakening a City), were to be
presented at this 1914 concert given at the Teatro del Verme in Milan. I shall briefly describe
Risveglio di una città.
The piece begins with a percussive beating pattern, possibly resulting from the crank used
to force air through the box. The sounds it produced resembled the noise of a revving engine.
Buzzing planes, metallic knocking, scraping gears, and plucked strings are added (0:00-3:35).
The piece, as presented on YouTube, runs less than four minutes, but it is unclear if the original
audience heard the piece in its entirety. It seems as if they were not ready for Russolo’s radical
presentation of noise in a concert hall. However, if audiences of that time were not prepared for
Russolo’s aesthetic usage of noise, others would soon be. His compositions, performances, and
writings would later influence numerous artists and composers, including John Cage.

JOHN CAGE
John Cage takes aesthetic noise to the next level by departing typical academic structures
of rhythm and harmony. In doing so, he deliberately transcends the boundaries of music but the
boundaries of music. He also blurs the boundaries between composer, performer, and audience.
Cage embraces fluidity, which allows technology, art, and life to flow in and out of each other.
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His works engage audiences in a more progressive manner, which have influenced and continue
to influence countless composers, artists, and dancers. Cage was trained as a composer, so what
brought Cage to work with noise aesthetically?
Cage was greatly influenced by Russolo’s The Art of Noises after reading a translation
made by his then-wife Xenia (Silverman Ch. 2). Cage expressed this exuberance for Russolo’s
work and pleaded for funds to start an experimental music center. He notes the importance of
furthering Russolo’s work in a letter to pianist/philanthropist Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge. Cage
explains, “Luigi Russolo, as you probably know, developed approximately twenty ‘noise-tuners’;
these instruments were mechanical in nature. He concluded that his work would be best
continued with electrical instruments, which, through lack of funds, he was unable to obtain”
(The Selected Letters of John Cage Part 1). Coolidge’s response remains unknown, but Cage’s
dream of an experimental music center went unrealized. Although unsuccessful, his passionate
pleas demonstrate the extent to which he believed in and valued the aesthetic usage of noise.
Caged integrated noise, music, art, life, and technology into his work by not only thinking
but listening philosophically. These elements were so conjoined that he felt that there was no
division between them. This was discussed in a 1970 interview with Frank Kermode on BBC
Radio 3. Cage stated, “So I wouldn’t say that we are interested in destroying the barrier between
art and life or even blurring it. I would say that we are interested in observing that there is no
barrier between the two” (Cage Talk 199). He maintained a similar sentiment regarding
technology, stating that technology would become so exceptional that we wouldn’t even realize
that we were using it (Cage Talk 193).
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Image 5: Cage: Imaginary Landscape No. 1, New York Library

This came to fruition in his 1939 composition Imaginary Landscape No.1. In this piece,
Cage uses traditional instruments in conjunction with electronics. Silverman explains,
His Imaginary Landscape No. 1 (April 1939) is perhaps the first electroacoustic music
ever composed. Its performance calls not only for piano and Chinese cymbal but
simultaneously for electronic sounds produced by variable-speed phonograph turntables
playing recordings of test tones—some constant, some sliding in pitch. The musicians are
divided into two groups: the acoustic pianist and percussionist at one microphone; the
turntable players at another, primitive technoculture DJs. (Ch. 2)
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In this seamless integration of technology and aesthetic noise, Cage likely pioneered the first
piece of electroacoustic music.5 This was also likely the first turntable composition as well. Cage
also originally intended to share it via another technological medium, radio (Silverman Ch. 2).
Now, we are able to access the recorded performance on YouTube. Surely, Cage would approve
of this technology.

Image 6: Cage: Imaginary Landscape No. 1
Pomona College Performance (2013), Pomona Ussachevsky

The YouTube performance to which I am referring is presented by a Pomona College ensemble.
Here, the viewer witnesses a conductor rhythmically dropping hard objects into a glass jar to
signal the beginning of the piece. The reverberation of each “clink” lingers in the hall. As
indicated in the score, a piano and gong are present. However, the turntables have been replaced
with synthesizers placed on top of a cheeky record-shaped mat. Synthesizer key depressions
trigger oscillator tones instead of being reproduced by a test record. The pianist strums across the
piano strings while the percussionist gently taps the Chinese cymbal with a felt mallet. It
produces a pretty, shimmering tone, which is then followed by several successive crashes (0:00-
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7:50). A stereo microphone, as Cage specifies, is suspended from the ceiling to capture the
audio, while a video camera captures the visual elements.
Even though Cage stated that the piece should be performed for radio or recorded in a
recording studio (nypl.org), this performance has been made available on YouTube. Still, I
believe that Cage would have approved of this posting as he was dedicated to embracing new
technology as a means to provide a unique audience experience. This YouTube post further
demonstrates the “lack of barrier” (Cage Talk 199) between technology and society, as social
media potentially makes for a more expansive, collective experience. Even television would not
have been able to accommodate the responses of the audience. Here, in a manner of speaking,
social media is not only a technological means for delivery but of social interaction and
expression. Again, I believe that Cage would have approved because he expresses this sentiment
in an interview with David Sylvester and Roger Smalley for BBC Radio 3:
Now, in connection with the thought of Marshall McLuhan, we know that we live in a
period of the extension of the mind outside of us, in the sense that the wheel was an
extension of the power we have in our legs to move, so electronics has extended our
central nervous system not only around the globe but out into space. This then gives us
the responsibility to see enlightenment not in terms of individual attainment but in terms
of social attainment…(Cage Talk 194-195)
Cage thought in terms of individual and social attainment, and his art was perhaps a means of
experiencing a collective connection with his audience. Cage also applied this interdisciplinary
approach to all areas of his life, encompassing noise, silence, music, art, philosophy, spirituality,
technology. But why did Cage choose this path?
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John was the son of an inventor father and a newspaper columnist mother. John Sr. held
many patents, including ones for the PeaceKeeper submarine and a crystal radio set, and his
mother, Lucretia (aka Crete), was the societal columnist for the Los Angeles Times. Both parents
seemed to have had a strong influence on young John. Cage’s musical life began with piano
lessons as a boy, but he also became attracted to technology. He became interested in radio and
even hosted his own show as part of his Boy Scouting experience. His preoccupation with radio
may have stemmed from his father’s (Silverman Ch. 1). Later, in high school, John exhibited a
proficiency in oration, winning many speech competitions. His exceptional intelligence allowed
him to graduate early and as class valedictorian. Cage was also fascinated by spirituality and
ritual. Because of this, it was expected that he study divinity and become a minister. However,
Cage dropped out of college and set out on an adventure to Europe and Africa with his
companion Don Sample (Silverman Ch. 1). From that point on, life would become a more
influential teacher.
His observational skills and interest in everyday life become apparent in a 1930 letter to
his parents:
I am perfectly happy in a cafe watching the Arabs play dominoes and drink coffee. Or in
a post office watching the Arabs send letters or receive money or find witnesses who will
identify them if they don’t know how to sign their own names. Vesuvious [sic] I saw
from a distance. I found Etna far more beautiful, covered with clouds and snow, and not
with funiculars sliding up and down it. The best part of Naples was its fish market, which
was positively thrilling. (Selected Letters of John Cage Ch. 1)
This level of engagement and appreciation for everyday life would later emerge in his
compositions. This is evident in his 1951-piece Imaginary Landscape No. 4, first presented at
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Columbia University. The work is scored for twelve RCA Golden Throat radios operated by
twenty-four performers. Silverman sets the scene:
The Columbia audience got to hear a bit of baseball news, parts of a Mozart violin
concerto, recurrences of the word “Korea”—probably reflecting recent heavy fighting
north of Seoul. The dial turning often produced silence. Cage’s part of the concert
program went on around midnight, when several New York radio stations had gone off
the air. The absence of sound did not disappoint him, however. ‘Silence,’ he said, ‘to my
mind is as much a part of music as sound.’ This assertion too he would energetically use
his inventive musicianship to confirm and promote. (Ch. 4)
The commonplace radio takes center stage in this work as a mixture of news, music, static, and
“silence” becomes compositional materials. But can there truly be silence? As the performers
manipulated the dial between stations, I would speculate that they did not encounter pure silence
but static or the noise floor6 of the carrier wave7 or the device itself. There is no true state of
silence. Cage later realizes this and writes about it in Silence. He states, “There is no such thing
as an empty space or an empty time. There is always something to see, something to hear. In
fact, try as we may to make a silence, we cannot.” (8). Another realization came after a trip to an
anechoic chamber, which is a room devoid of echoes. While in it, he became aware of two
pitches, a high and a low one. The engineer explained to Cage that the high-pitched sound was
his nervous system and the low one was his circulatory system (Silence 8). From this, he
concluded that silence was impossible, and this influenced his work.
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Image 7: Anechoic Chamber, Antennas Research Group

Before this point, Cage’s musical training was slightly more conventional. His goal was
to study twelve-tone8 compositional technique with Arnold Schoenberg, and to prepare himself,
he would first study with Henry Cowell, Richard Buhlig, and Adolph Weiss in one manner or
another. Cage greatly admired Schoenberg and his approach to liberating music from harmony.
Under Schoenberg, Cage found his tastes drifting away from Romantic-era composers like
Beethoven and Tchaikovsky, though he would always respect music in any form. He valued
Schoenberg’s teachings, but Cage eventually grew tired of his rigid structures. Cage’s
compositional interest then shifted to percussion music.
This also fed his fascination with noise, sound, and everyday life, which led him further
from harmony. Silverman describes the transformation as such:
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Listening to the tone and timbre of objects wherever he went, he investigated the infinite
number of sound sources: ‘I never stopped touching things, making them sound and
resound.’ The idea freed him from Schoenberg’s demand for understanding of harmony.
He became increasingly interested in ‘percussion music,’ a phrase he used but resisted:
‘Percussion music really is the art of noise and that’s what it should be called.’ (Ch. 2)
The aesthetic noise that percussion provided led him to collaborate in the areas of modern art and
especially dance. In particular, he found that his percussion compositions paired nicely with
contemporary dance choreography. It was also during this time that he met his future life and
collaborative partner, Merce Cunningham. Cage worked as an accompanist for Cunningham’s
dance classes and performances at the Cornish School. Here, he developed his signature prepared
piano.9 To prepare a pian, various objects such as bolts, screws, and other hardware are placed to
alter the sound of the strings. While at the Cornish School, he also taught experimental
composition and lectured on the importance of listening. Silverman describes one of these
lectures:
In “Listening to Music” (1938) he argued that conventional forms have wrongly taught us
to listen not to sounds but to their organization—to automatically anticipate the repetition
of a theme, the carrying of the subject through a different key, etc. Such knowledge is
useless when hearing “the new forms of modern music,” which require instead “attentive
listening” to musical sound. (Ch. 2)
Before leaving the Cornish School, Cage co-authored an article with Cowell stating that
percussion music would deliver sound from the oppression of the nineteenth century, but in the
future, electronic music would provide freedom (Silverman Ch. 2). There would indeed be much
more to come in the field of electronic music.
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Cage would win much acclaim from both the San Francisco Chronicle and Time
Magazine for a percussion concert that was presented at Mills College. However, he created
quite a stir at the Arts Club in Chicago with his electroacoustic piece Imaginary Landscape No.
3. In this piece, he focused on sounds of the city, including tin cans, a police siren, a shattered
beer bottle, and other recorded noises. The reviews were far less favorable (Silverman Ch. 2).
Later, in 1942 Cage reunited with Merce Cunningham. They would become friends, then
creative partners, then lovers, which eventually ended his marriage with Xenia. The bliss Cage
and Cunningham would experience in life would also extend to their creative endeavors, earning
them many enthusiastic reviews. During this time, Cage became acquainted with Gita Sarabhai,
who introduced him to both Indian music and philosophy. He also became influenced by Zen
Buddhism through his studies with Daisetz Suzuki. Additionally, Cage would read the I Ching
Book of Changes after his student, Christian Wolff gave him an English version as a gift
(Silverman Ch. 4).

Image 8: Cage: Imaginary Landscape No. 4, photo by This is Classical Guitar
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This would alter his compositional style. The hexagram patterns presented in the book,
along with coin tosses to determine the outcome, injected chance and indeterminacy into his
work. Cage described the process in a letter to Pierre Boulez:
Every element is the result of tossing coins, producing hexagrams which give numbers in
the I-Ching chart: 6 tosses for a sound, 6 for its duration, 6 for its amplitude. The toss for
tempo gives also the number of charts to be superimposed in that particular division of
the rhythmic structure. The rhythmic structure is now magnificent because it allows for
different tempi: accelerando, ritards etc. The radio-piece is not only tossing of coins but
accepts as its sounds those that happen to be in the air at the moment of performance.
(The Selected Letters of John Cage)
In Imaginary Landscape No.4 for Twelve Radios, chance and indeterminacy are present. We are
able witness a recreation of this performance by students from the Victoria Conservatory of
Music. Twelve radios are positioned on stage with 24 performers. One performer is responsible
for manipulating the volume and the other for the radio frequency. Intervals of music, speech,
and static are heard as the performers manipulate the dials. A conductor leads the noisy radio
orchestra from a written score. The performance runs for about five minutes and thirty seconds,
at which point, the conductor signals the conclusion, and the audience applauds (0:00-5:58).
Imaginary Landscape No.4 was Cage’s first complete presentation composed with chance
operation. Chance and indeterminacy would allow Cage to depersonalize the work, but the
resulting sound would become categorized as “Cagean.”
With his full commitment to technology, Cage began working with the new post-war
medium, recording tape. Cage states its importance and possibilities in Silence:
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…magnetic tape was used not simply to record performances of music but to make a new
music that was possible only because of it. Given a minimum of two tape recorders and a
disk recorder, the following processes are possible: 1) a single recording of any sound
may be made; 2) a rerecording may be made, in the course of which, by means of filters
and circuits, any or all of the physical characteristics of a given recorded sound may be
altered; 3) electronic mixing (combining on a third machine sounds issuing from two
others) permits the presentation of any number of sounds in combination; 4) ordinary
splicing permits the juxtaposition of any sounds, and when it includes unconventional
cuts, it, like rerecording, brings about alterations of any or all of the original physical
characteristics. (9)
This new tool allowed composers to capture, construct, and manipulate sound. Others, such as
the French radio engineer Pierre Schaeffer and composer Pierre Henry would produce
compositions from prerecorded materials. This would become known as musique concrète. Cage
also embraced the medium so strongly that he vowed that he would never compose another
concert piece again (Silverman Ch. 4). His 1952-piece, Imaginary Landscape No. 5,
demonstrated his commitment. Cage used magnetic recording tape to record portions of fortytwo phonograph records. The piece was composed to accompany dancer Jean Erdman.
1952 also brought a return to Black Mountain College, a school known for its
experimental approach to liberal arts, for Cage and Cunningham during a trip out west. Their
stay lasted only five days, but their layover was productive. They taught and performed even
though the college was unable to pay them. However, upon their departure, they found their car
packed with gifts of food and artwork from grateful students and faculty, as well as an invitation
to return (Silverman Ch. 3). This residency would also yield what some would consider to be the
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first Happening10. Influenced by Futurism, Dadaism, and Surrealism, a Happening could
incorporate theater, music, art, the audience, or anything else that the artist saw fit. Silverman
explains that:
Cage wished, as he said, to “awaken people to the possibilities of the random
situation.…The city as a theater helps show people this potentiality.” Breaking down
barriers among disciplines and between presenters and lookers-on, such thinking would
later become extended to other provocative forms of contemporary theater, including
street theater and performance art. (Ch. 4)
The piece was noisy because, like noise, it transgressed boundaries. By defying categorization,
new work was made. It did contain some familiar elements appropriated from other genres, so
audiences were better able to grasp these experiments. Yet, it was new.
Theater Piece No. 1 was a more or less spontaneously thought up by Cage during a
conversation during a communal meal. Artaud’s Theater of Cruelty may have served as
inspiration, but what Cage created was his own. Mark Swed of the Los Angeles Times described
the event as such:
He asked artists to do their thing somewhat simultaneously. He quickly sketched out a
layout with the audience surrounding the performers and created the timing for the
participants. They were not told what to do, just where and when.
The poet Charles Olson read, probably on a ladder. Cage delivered a lecture he
had written earlier for Juilliard. Cunningham improvised a dance. Avant-garde virtuoso
David Tudor played something or other on the piano. Robert Rauschenberg, who had
been a student of Albers, hung his white paintings and maybe a black one. There were
projections of film and a painting by Franz Kline overhead. (latimes.com)
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Theater Piece No. 1 was a mixture of disciplines that included music, art, dance, poetry, etcetera.
—scripted in such a way as to allow the work to unfold indeterminately. The event was so spurof-the-moment that no one thought to photograph the performance. Spectator accounts vary, but
it was so impactful that Cage continued with this approach. This form would inspire his students
at Black Mountain, as well as many others like Allan Kaprow.

UNCAGED
There is no doubt that Cage’s influence is far-reaching, and in this section, I will focus
briefly on this and the artists who worked with Cage, including Allan Kaprow, Pauline Oliveros,
and Steve Reich. These artists to further react to the works of John Cage as well as offer
additional innovations to the initiative of noise. Kaprow was a direct student of Cage, and
Oliveros was a friend and colleague. I will briefly examine how they filter his teachings and
philosophies into their work while adding their own unique elements. Steve Reich knew and
respected Cage but viewed his work as an element to react against (Writings on Music 3). I will
briefly examine how each composer responds to Cage’s work and incorporates his teachings and
philosophies in their own work.

ALLAN KAPROW
Allan Kaprow began his career as a painter but later became a pioneer in performance art.
Inspired by the philosophy of John Dewey, John Cage and the action painting of Jackson
Pollock, Kaprow incorporated elements and assemblages to create a form that he termed
Happenings, which were continuations of Cage’s Theater Piece No. 1. Happenings can be
defined as a flexible form that combines elements of everyday life with sound, light, image,
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theater, and audience participation. Editor Jeff Kelly, in the introduction to Essays on Blurring
Art and Life, explains that Kaprow’s approach was to create communication between the artist
and audience in his introduction to (xvii). Through written instructions, Kaprow invited the
audience to make choices that affect the work. This is where we witness Cage’s influence. As a
former student of Cage at the New School, Kaprow was also undoubtedly influenced by
indeterminacy. We recognize these elements in Kaprow’s description of a Happening. He stated,
“…a Happening might consist of a swarm of locusts being dropped in and around the
performance space. This element of chance with respect to the medium itself is not to be
expected from the ordinary theater” (19). He also says, “Happenings are events that, put simply,
happen” (16). Like Cage, Kaprow allowed the work to unfold. However, the work is less
structured. Kaprow explains, “In contrast to the arts of the past, they have no structured
beginning, middle, or end. Their form is open-ended and fluid…” (16). This is counter to
Aristotle’s requirements for completeness of plot (13), but this is clearly not an ordinary play.
However, Aristotle notes the importance of the chorus in tragedy, and the audience participation
seems to fill this role in Happenings. Though Kaprow is not typically referred to as a noise artist,
it can be concluded that Happenings is a very noisy genre.
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Image 9: Kaprow: 18 Happenings in 6 Parts (1959), University of California, San Diego

Kaprow’s first and best-known work, 18 Happenings in 6 Parts, took place at the Reuben
Gallery in New York in 1959. Mildred Glimcher describes the scene in her book Happenings:
New York 1958-1963:
His plan for 18 Happenings began with the building of three separate but contiguous
rooms within the loft space. The walls would consist of the same semitransparent plastic
sheeting he had used in his Environment with Sound and Light at Hansa. Simultaneously,
he began to delineate a script, stage directions, and scores for sound, action, cast, and
duration. For each of the three rooms he planned six different sets of simultaneous but
different events: slides, movies, speeches, music and sounds. Kaprow drew detailed stick
figures for the performers’ prescribed, almost callisthenic-type actions. He insisted that
all movements be parallel to or right angles to the gallery walls⎯there were to be no
diagonal movements.
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In set two, for example, in rooms one and three, speeches were delivered and
musical instruments and a chesslike game were played. In the fifth set, in room one,
oranges were squeezed to activate multiple senses. Also, in the fifth set, two
painters⎯one making straight lines and the other making circles⎯made a painting on a
piece of muslin hung between rooms one and two. Among the painters were Robert
Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Bob Thompson, Jay Milder, Jim Dine, Red Grooms, and
Lester Johnson. Simultaneously, Shirley Prendergast rolled out the “sandwich man” ⎯a
robotlike construction with a paint can for a head, mirrors front and back, and old bicycle
wheels without tires. When she reached one room, a phonograph in its belly played, “an
old, loud brassy polka tune.” Kaprow created complex timed lighting and sound scripts to
interact with the performers. He corresponded with an expert about ways to improve the
sound qualities he was looking for with filters and a generator. Audience members
received cards that instructed them to change rooms at the end of each set. (36-37)
A recreation of part five from 18 Happenings In Six Parts resides on YouTube. Students from
the HEAD, Geneva, Switzerland, perform Part Five in Fundacio Antoni Tàpies in Barcelona,
Spain. The audience can be seen holding instructions while seated around three sides of the
performance space. This part begins with flashing lights and a loud buzzer. A performer walks to
a table and begins to juice oranges. Recorded crashes and scraping noises infiltrate the scene as a
robot-like being enters. Projections and bursts of recorded music usher in groups of performers
while others paint on a wall. Part Five concludes as the recorded sounds cease, and the
performers exit the stage (0:00-7:03). The legitimacy of this recreation, or any for that matter, is
in question because Kaprow stated that Happenings were not to be reproduced (Kaprow 20).
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18 Happenings bears some resemblance to Cage’s 1952 Theater Piece No. 1, but it goes
further. It is not just an example of indeterminacy, but it becomes a moral act as Kaprow
explains, “Happenings are not just another new style. Instead, like American art of the late
1940s, they are a moral act, a human stand of great urgency, whose professional status as art is
less a criterion than their certainty as an ultimate existential commitment” (21). I believe that
here, Kaprow asks us, “what is art?” It asks us to expand our definition of what it can be.
Kaprow’s usage of aesthetic noise within the confines of the Happening allows for this
expansion.

PAULINE OLIVEROS
As Cage called for a different type of listening, Pauline Oliveros founded the Deep
Listening Institute with the goal of examining and expanding human consciousness through
listening. She encouraged listening exercises that contained a mix of field and found recordings,
synthesis, and performance, as we shall witness.
A high-pitched oscillation begins one of Oliveros’ best-known pieces. This is then
followed by a click and then another higher-pitched tone. Oscillator sweeps and pulses are
interwoven with tape delay creating other-worldly auditory environments. Then, at
approximately three minutes and twenty-one seconds into the piece, a recording of Puccini’s
Madama Butterfly emerges through the noise (0:00-8:02). This piece is entitled Bye Bye
Butterfly, and it was composed in 1965 at the San Francisco Tape Music Center, an institute
founded by Oliveros, Morton Subotnick, and Ramon Sender.
A pioneer of electronic music, Oliveros’ interest in sound developed amongst the
choruses of cicadas, frogs, birds, and insects of her rural Houston childhood home. Additionally,

56
interest in her grandfather’s shortwave radio inspired her to study composition and accordion at
San Francisco University. She then transitioned from traditional music composition to electronic
music, improvisation, and performance art (Robair). As mentioned above, she also founded the
Deep Listening Institute shortly after descending into an abandoned cistern with her musical
colleagues Stuart Dempster and Panaiotis. In her 2015 TED Talk entitled, “The Difference
Between Hearing and Listening," Oliveros indicates that she had to not only had to perform with
her colleagues but with the forty-five-second reverberation11 of the Dan Harpole cistern (0:0011:37). A recording was released in 1989 of that performance and another in 2013, this time with
a digital reverberation that simulated the original cistern. Both were released on the New Albion
label.
There is indeed a difference between hearing and listening. Listening involves a more
profound connection with auditory phenomena. Realizing this, Oliveros developed Sonic
Meditations, which evolved into Deep Listening. She states:
I began with myself. I started to sing and play long tones, and to listen and observe how
these tones affected me mentally and physically. I noticed that I could change my
emotional state by concentrating my attention on a tone. I noticed that I could feel my
body responding with relaxation or tension. Prolonged practice brought about a
heightened state of awareness that gave me a sense of well-being. (Preface)
Oliveros recognized the power of listening and its effects on truth and subjectivity. The practice
of Deep Listening was intended to expand consciousness as well as raise awareness
(Introduction). Subsequently, how might an early work like Bye Bye Butterfly be a precursor to
this model?
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To return to an analysis of the piece, Oliveros became known for producing tones by
heterodyning12 high-frequency oscillations combined with tape bias frequencies to produce a
new tone. She also was well known for her innovative use of tape delay, as Robair explains:
However, she first became known for her virtuosic use of tape delay. By threading a reel
of tape through two or three recorders, and interconnecting the inputs and outputs to
create feedback paths between machines, Oliveros was able to get a variety of echo
effects (including an impressive 8-second delay). Her best-known works with this system
include “I of IV” and “Bye Bye Butterfly.” (11)
In the publication, The San Francisco Tape Music Center: 1960s Counter Culture and AvantGarde, Oliveros explains this process:
Bye Bye Butterfly was composed in 1965 at the San Francisco Tape Music Center studio
using two Hewlett-Packard oscillators, two Ampex stereo tape machines, a phonograph
and record, and patch bay. The piece was played in real time and recorded. All material
was delayed by stringing tape from the supply reel of the first tape deck to the take-up
reel of the second deck. Signals from the first track were patched from the second
machine back to the second track of the first machine and from the second track back to
the first track to achieve a crisscrossing delay pattern. There was no mixer. (296)
This complicated array achieved complex patterns of tape delay, a technique for which she
became known. In her dissertation, “Understanding Electronic Music: A Phenomenological
Approach,” Megan Fogle notes that Oliveros had just found the album of Madame Butterfly in
the studio and manipulated the playback in real-time (100). The Puccini opera is set in a house in
Nagasaki, Japan, just after the turn of the twentieth century. Pinkerton, an American sailor, takes
the young Ciocio-san, also known as Butterfly as his wife. Pinkerton leaves shortly after the
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wedding, but Ciocio-san, now with their child, never doubts that he will return. Pinkerton does
return but with his new American wife Kate to claim the child. The devastated Ciocio-san then
commits suicide.
It seems quite serendipitous that Oliveros found the record and used it in this composition
as it aligns with her commitment to feminism. We see this in her article “And Don’t Call Them
‘Lady’ Composers,” written for The New York Times. In it, she states:
May critics and professors cannot refer to women who are also composers without using
cute or condescending language. She is a “lady composer.” Rightly, this expression is
anathema to many self-respecting women composers. It effectively separates women’s
efforts from the mainstream. According to the Dictionary of American Slang, “lady” used
in such a context is almost always insulting or sarcastic. What critic today speaks of a
“gentleman composer?” (nytimes.com)
Here she defends and gives voice to a group of women who have been marginalized. She does so
in this article but also in the piece Bye Bye Butterfly. Ciocio-san symbolizes women who have
been oppressed and discarded. Through Bye Bye Butterfly, Oliveros gives women like Butterfly a
voice and allows the work to emerge in the highly male-dominated field of electronic music
composition. In doing so, Oliveros announces the presence of women in this genre. She takes
Cage’s influence and imparts her own innovations to elevate women in electronic music.

STEVE REICH
Donning his signature baseball cap, steeped in concentration with his gaze fixed straight
through the control room glass, Steve Reich was absorbed in the performance. His Pulitzer Prizewinning composition Double Sextet was being recorded by the new music ensemble Eighth
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Blackbird. Also, present in the WFMT Radio13 music control room were producer Judith
Sherman, engineer Bill Maylone, and me. My role as staff engineer was to assist with any
technical needs that might arise.
In Double Sextet, Reich embraces recording technology by rerecording or what is termed
as overdubbing a second performance on top of the previous one.
His fascination with recording technology is witnessed in his early works as well. Like
Cage, he championed the tape recorder as a compositional tool but took it in a different direction.
His tape-based pieces Come Out and It’s Gonna Rain used prerecorded material like music
concrète14, but his innovation of his phasing technique would impart a new and unique effect on
tape-based music. However, it is not entirely new. It is based on a thirteenth-century music
technique called cannon. Reich explained this technology in an interview with Jonathan Cott:
In my early tape pieces It’s Gonna Rain and Come Out, you have one tape loop going and
another identical loop slipping slightly behind the first one, and what you really have is a
unison canon or round where the rhythmic interval between the first and second voices is
variable and constantly changing. “Phase” was just a technical word I used at the time to
refer to the function of the tape recorders. But once you looked at it musically you could
understand it in terms of canon. (stevereich.com)
The piece Come Out begins with the voice of Daniel Hamm, one of the Harlem Six. Hamm says,
“I had to like open the bruise and let the bruise blood come out to show them” (Come Out 1966).
The sentence stops abruptly and is then followed by a pause, and then there is a repeat of the
phrase. This happens one more time, then “come out to show them” repeats over and over again,
becoming a rhythmic pattern. This happens as the result of two identical tape loops beginning in
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unison and then drifting apart, causing a “cannon” or “phasing” effect. drifted apart. (0:0013:07).
This highlights the rhythmic and melodic content present in speech. Reich also used this
technique along with imitation, pulsation, and live instruments in pieces like Different Trains and
his multi-media opera The Cave.
Reich became interested in jazz music as a teenager and began playing the drums. He was
also exposed to Baroque music and contemporary classical music through recordings. He
initially did not study music, but philosophy, at Cornell University. Wittgenstein especially
influenced him. He later studied African and Balinese rhythms by traveling to those locations to
immerse himself in the musical traditions.
Reich had met John Cage during a Fortran programming class. Though he respected
Cage, Reich opted for choice and not chance as the guiding force in his compositions:
In the early 1960s, when I was a young composer working in a new way, my reaction to
John Cage was that his direction was clearly not my own. Nevertheless, Cage's ideas
about chance procedures were very much in the air and it seemed necessary to deal with
them, one way or the other. In 1968, after I had composed It's Gonna Rain, Come Out,
Piano Phase (which Cage included in his anthology "Notations"), Violin Phase, and other
pieces, I wrote about Cage's use of process and the use of the row in serial music, and
pointed out that I, by way of contrast, was interested in "a compositional process and a
sounding music that are one and the same thing. (Reich, ‘John Cage’ 1992)
Cage’s path was not Reich’s. Instead of attempting to remove himself from the pieces, Reich
often incorporated his experiences into his compositions. He included events that meant
something to him. For example, Come Out was a recording of Daniel Hamm, one of the Harlem
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Six. Activist Truman Nelson had asked Reich to edit the interview tapes into a collage to benefit
the boys who were wrongly accused of murder. A canonic tape-based piece resulted. Reich had
also introduced themes from history as well as from his personal story. For example, The Cave
addresses themes of Reich’s Jewish heritage (0:00-13:20), and in Different Trains, he contrasts
the cross-country train rides he took as a boy to those that transported European Jews to
concentration camps during World War II (0:00-8:59). This was apparently not detrimental, as
Different Trains won the 1990 Grammy Award for Best Classical Contemporary Composition.
Reich, like Cage, furthered music with the use of aesthetic noise, and this has influenced
countless other musicians and composers.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, it is challenging to define noise because it is based on individual
perception. We can judge noise negatively, or we can find fascination in it. If we view noise in
this manner, it becomes an aesthetic material. Futurist Luigi Russolo showed us the aesthetic
possibilities with noise in his manifesto and his compositions. In expressing boredom with the
works of the great masters of Western music, Russolo felt excitement in the noises that the
Industrial Revolution provided and sought to use them in his compositions. He did so by
fashioning noise instruments, many of which simulated these sounds. The first public
performance was held in Milan at a Futurist noise concert. However, the concert ended in
violence as audiences were not ready for Russolo’s radical presentation. But some soon would
be.
Later, Cage found noise to be fascinating. In his progression away from harmony, he
moved to percussion music and then to noise. In his studies, Cage found the I Ching Book of
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Changes and Zen Buddhism. These experiences began to work their way into his compositions.
His experience in an anechoic chamber was profound because he learned that there was no
silence. His experiments with indeterminacy and the intermixing of disciplines created the first
Happening. Theater Piece No. 1 inspired many other artists, including Allen Kaprow. Cage’s
approach also influenced electroacoustic composer Pauline Oliveros. For Steve Reich, however,
Cage’s work was something to react against as he sought to incorporate his life and experiences
in his compositions, whereas Cage sought to remove his (Writings on Music 33).
As we have witnessed, it is evident that the work of these composers, especially Russolo
and Cage, increased the possibilities of noise by using it aesthetically in art and music. This
continues to expand the usage of aesthetic noise, as we will learn in future chapters.
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CHAPTER 2
Aesthetic Noise: A Continuation
Constellations of sound, memory, and expression are pretty much the core structures of this
multiverse. A good read is the equivalent of a good mix. Think of ’em as a kind of ‘‘amicus
curiae brief’’ for the sonically perplexed—render judgment not on the singular track but on the
mix as a whole. It’s philosophy for the audio- splice generation—on a mix tape made by
Burroughs VS Grand Master Flash etc.—anything goes. That’s kind of the point.
Paul D. Miller aka D.J. Spooky That Subliminal Kid (15).

The little girl asked her father if she could visit the trains. Happy to oblige, the father took his
daughter to the train yard where he worked. The little girl was in awe of the sight and the sound
of the great locomotive engine. However, astonishment soon gave way to curiosity. Her father
warned her of the dangers associated with such machinery, but she knew that the train would
never hurt her as she pressed her ear against the cabin wall and listened to the idling iron beast
purr.

A tiger’s growl, a piano set ablaze, a sail woven from noisy cassettes, speech fragments
doubled and looped in and out of time, aesthetic noise is flexible and can take on many forms.
Works can and do often incorporate multiple techniques and genres, which can include
appropriated, found, or gathered sonic and visual materials, making the result very rich yet
difficult to define. Noise is also challenging to categorize because it transgresses boundaries,
causing us to reconsider what we have come to understand as art. Exposure to works of this
nature affects us, as composer and researcher Gary Kendall explains using the example of
electroacoustic music:
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Electroacoustic music, sonic arts, in fact all of the arts intend to produce a result, often a
new sense of possibilities, even if that sense is ineffable – ineffable because the
integration of new experiences becomes an unobservable part of the listener’s cognitive
unconscious, a change in the cognitive-perceptual capacities of the listener. And while we
all undergo changes in the course of our everyday life (welcomed or not), we invite to
ourselves the changes that art fosters in us. (garykendall)
Kendall confirms that exposure to new technologies in art and electroacoustic music15 produce
new emotions and sensations, which can be a struggle to describe. This relates to the opening or
abyss as described by Jacques Derrida and Julia Kristeva’s premise of abjection because it brings
us to the edge of the known and unknown where language is lacking. The then produces a loss of
meaning may produce the following effects as Kristeva explains:
A certain ‘ego’ that merged with its master, a superego, has flatly driven it away. It lies
outside, beyond the set, and does not seem to agree to the latter's rules of the game. And
yet, from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease challenging its master. (2)
Works of noise challenge the ego to redefine the borders of art, so, in this respect, noise could be
considered abject. Even if we choose to ignore the challenge that lies in noise, it will still annoy
us, as Cage once stated (3). This annoyance, or worse, occurs when presented with an event we
cannot describe; we cannot articulate our emotions. This challenges the ego because noise makes
it confront the unknown. The struggle continues, in an effort to understand the noise, as we
attempt to grasp for known elements within the unknown. This can be difficult because it causes
us to reconsider what we thought we knew. However, it offers an opening that holds space with
the potential to reveal the possibilities of aesthetic noise when it is used in art and music.
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The subject matter of aesthetic noise continues to expand, so much so that it would be
impossible to cover all of it. Therefore, for the purposes of this document, I will focus on artists
with whom I have had direct experience. I have chosen Steve Reich, Annea Lockwood, Alison
Knowles, Alyce Santoro, and Sunn O))). These artists transgress the boundaries of their genres
with noise, challenging us to reconsider established truths in art and music.

STEVE REICH
Credited as one the greatest living composers, Steve Reich has won Grammy Awards
and, more recently, a Pulitzer Prize for his compositions (Huizenga). He has made many
contributions in the field of minimalist composition. Grout and Palisca define minimalism as,
“The pursuit of simplicity, or reaction to the complexity of serial music, led a number of
composers in a direction that has been called minimalism, because the vocabulary, whether
rhythmic, melodic, harmonic, or instrumental, was intentionally limited” (877). These limitations
do not detract from the experience as the simplified repetitions16 create contemplative and even
hypnotic states. More specifically, Reich developed a technique that he called phasing. This
happened largely by accident. Reich began with two tape loops in unison, but they drifted apart
in time, producing a canonic effect (Huizenga). Reich began using this technique in his early
tape pieces but also used it to produce notation for live performance. This effect will be
discussed further later in this writing.
Born in New York in 1936, Reich frequently traveled by train as a child between coasts
to visit his divorced parents, and this experience would later inspire a composition. Reich began
his musical studies as a child with piano lessons but then transitioned to percussion (Weiss). He
studied drumming with Roland Kohloff, then the principal timpanist of the New York
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Philharmonic. However, he initially chose not to study music but instead obtained a degree with
honors in philosophy from Cornell University. But his departure from composition was not long,
as he enrolled at Julliard to study composition with Hall Overton, then William Bergsma, and
finally, Vincent Persichetti. He obtained a Master of Arts in music from Mills College, where he
worked with composers Luciano Berio and Darius Milhaud. Then, Reich became interested in
African rhythmic patterns after hearing recordings and seeing the notation. This prompted him to
study drumming at the Institute of African Studies at the University of Ghana in Accra. The
experience not only served as a musical awakening but as a spiritual one as well.
Although born into a Reform Jewish family, Reich had little instruction in the religion,
language, or culture. His detour through Africa led him to steep himself into Judaism. In a
National Public Radio interview, Reich stated, “When I came home, … one of the things I
thought about was, ‘This is incredible. Here's a tradition that's been handed down from father to
son, from mother to daughter, for hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of years. Don't I have
anything like that?’” (qtd. in Tsioulcas). This realization caused Reich to more fully connect with
his Jewish roots, which in turn served to influence many of his compositions.
Like John Cage, Reich would utilize the tape recorder as a compositional tool. Reich had
had the opportunity to meet and get to know Cage during a Fortran programming class. Though
he had much respect for Cage, their compositional styles would significantly differ. On this,
Reich states:
John Cage discovered that he could take his intentions out of a piece of music and open
up a field for many interesting things to happen, and in that sense I agree with him. But
where he was willing to keep his musical sensibility out of his own music, I was not.
What I wanted to do was to come up with a piece of music that I loved intensely, that was
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completely personal, exactly what I wanted in every detail, but that was arrived at by
impersonal means. I compose the material, decide the process it's going to be run
through-but once these initial choices have been made, it runs by itself. (Writing on
Music 33)
Cage sought to remove himself from the music through chance operation, whereas Reich chose
to separate himself from that type of compositional style (Writings on Music 92). Reich’s
compositions were highly personal, and he would use the tape recorder as both an instrument and
a means to realize his works.
Another of Reich’s compositional devices was speech sounds. He found musicality in
speech fragments, and this became evident in his early tape pieces It’s Gonna Rain and Come
Out. Speech fragments without the context of a sentence tend to be interpreted as noise.
However, Reich interpreted this differently. He states:
Sometimes when people speak, they almost sing…Tape loops are little bits of tape that
are spliced together so that they just go around and around and around and repeat
themselves. And when you take a bit of speech like “It's gonna rain,” the way he says it,
you really begin to hear the music of what he's saying and what he says increasingly
blended together so it's hard to separate them. (qtd. in Huizenga)
This is what Reich said about the recording that he had made of Brother Walter, who was
preaching in Union Park, San Francisco. In his sermon, Brother Walter warned of a flood citing
the story of Noah’s Ark. Reich found the sermon very poignant at the time because the Cuban
missile crisis threatened to inundate the country with missile fallout.
Reich begins with two tape loops containing identical material. The sentence fragments
start in unison. However, at the fifteen-second mark, the listener hears “It’s gonna rain” in rapid
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succession, and then the loops fall out of synchronization. The voice then is transformed into a
noisy rhythmic element, that is until the loops line up again, and the speech fragment regains its
intelligibility (0:15-2:02). Again, Reich’s term for this technique is “phasing.’ With phasing, the
voice is transformed to noise and then into rhythmic and melodic patterns.
Reich used a similar process for Come Out, but then added the technology of
overdubbing. He explains his process as such:
I first made a loop of the phrase "Come out to show them," and recorded a whole reel of
that on channel 1 of a second tape recorder. I then started recording cording the loop on
channel 2; after lining up the two tracks, with my thumb on the supply reel of the
recording machine, I very gradually held it back (I was literally slowing it down, but at
such an imperceptible rate that you can't hear) until "Come out to show them" had
separated into "come out-come out/show them-show them" (which is something like two
eighth notes apart). Then I took that two-channel relationship, made a loop from it, fed it
into channel 1 again, and held it back with my thumb until it was four eighth-notes away
from the original sound and could be heard as a series of equal beats, quite distinct
melodically. I then spliced together the two-voice tape with the four-voice tape-they fit
exactly-and what you sense at that point is a slight timbral difference, due to all this
addition, and then all of a sudden a movement in space. At that point I divided it again
into eight voices, separated it by just a thirty-second-note, so that the whole thing began
to shake, then I just faded it out again and put those two takes together. So there's
absolutely no manipulation of the tape. (Writings on Music 53)
Through the process of overdubbing, audio material is layered on top of existing recordings.
Reich used this technique to realize Come Out. It was not simply a compositional exercise but a
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call for justice. The piece was commissioned by activist Truman Nelson to be featured at a
fundraiser for the wrongly accused Harlem Six. Reich was given tape reels with recorded
interviews and was asked to create a piece.
From the recordings, Reich chose the line uttered by Daniel Hamm, “I had to, like, open
the bruise up, and let some of the bruise blood come out to show them” (0:00-0:06). This
referred to the action that Hamm had to take to receive medical attention. Again, Reich
employed his phasing technique to highlight the rhythmic and melodic attributes of speech. He
would later use phasing to realize his compositions for live music performance, but speech
fragments would continue to be a present in his works. Another instance where he uses this
device is in his highly personal composition Different Trains.
Accompanied by his governess, Virginia, a young Steve Reich often rode the train
between New York and Los Angeles to visit his divorced parents. His experience of the trains
was a safe and secure one, but he began to contemplate the experience of trains for European
Jews in the 1940s. The train meant the opposite of safety. Thousands were packed into cattle cars
during World War II to be imprisoned and murdered in the concentration camps. Reich
juxtaposed these experiences in a three-movement work written for the Kronos Quartet and
recording tape.
In this piece, Reich again uses the voice fragment as compositional material. He
describes it in an interview with Wolfgang Gratzner:
The voices that you hear in the first movement of Different Trains belong to Virginia,
then age 77, my governess from age 1 to 10 who accompanied me on my many four-day
train trips between my father in New York and my mother in Los Angeles in the years
1938 to 1941; and to Lawrence Davis, a retired Pullman porter 85 years old, who used to
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ride those same trains in those same years. In the second movement, you hear the voices
of three Holocaust survivors who later came to America: Rachella, born in Rotterdam,
living in Seattle; Paul, born in Budapest, living in Boston; and Rachel, born in Brussels
and recently died in Florida. In the third movement, you hear a mixture of these voices.
(181)
In the first movement, the voices of Virginia and the Pullman porter are calm and reassuring
(0:40-8:58). The second movement containing the voice fragments of the three Holocaust
survivors is drastically different as the listener hears the fear and terror in their voices (0:007:31). The third movement grants some relief as the survivors express surprise and disbelief that
the war has ended (0:31-2:19). Virginia and the Pullman porter’s voices are reintroduced (3:556:18).
Additionally, Reich uses train noises to solidify and intensify the piece. Reich describes
the noise usage as such:
Besides the sirens you will note that the harmonies are generally more chromatic and
"darker" in the second movement. You may also note the difference between American
(first movement) and European (second movement) train whistles. American train
whistles of this period in the '30s and '40s are mostly long held perfect intervals of
fourths and fifths. European train whistles of this same period are mostly in short triadic
shrieks. (182)
The listener will also notice that in the second movement that the train noises are harsher. The
whistles shriek as steel scrapes on steel. Reich also increases the tension by not allowing the
string parts to fully resolve. Instead, there are auditory twists and turns that jerk the listener along
in an attempt to simulate the emotional turmoil experienced by those on the trains. Some relief is

71
finally granted in the third movement as both the voice fragments and the train noises become
more melodic.
Reich continues to compose utilizing noise and recorded voice fragments. This can be
heard in WTC 9/11, where he uses the recorded calls of first responders and air traffic controllers
from the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Reich interviewed his neighbors, recording
their responses to the possibility of a similar occurrence and used fragments in the piece.
Recordings of chants sung by Jewish women over remains were incorporated into the piece. As
of this writing, Reich recently finished Traveler’s Prayer, a piece which he wrote during the
COVID-19 lockdown (Huizenga). He continues to be a prolific composer into his eighties,
inspiring artists such as Brian Eno, Radiohead, Sufjan Stevens, The National, and others.

ANNEA LOCKWOOD
Growling tigers, glass, recording tape, and burning pianos are all noisy materials that
New Zealand artist and composer Annea Lockwood has employed in her works. Studying piano
then later composition, Lockwood incorporates the sounds around her. In 2007, her innovations
earned her the Henry Cowell Prize in 2007, which recognizes experimental composers whose
works exist outside the borders of traditional classical music. Lockwood’s works — include
piano, baritone, digeridoo, tiger growls, rivers, glass, etcetera — embody the spirit of innovation
that Cowell championed.
Lockwood’s story beings in 1939 in Christchurch, New Zealand. Growing up, she was
surrounded by the sounds of nature, which provided her with endless fascination as well as
inspiration. She states in an interview in The Quietus:
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I've been interested all along about how sounds affect our bodies, because of course they
do…Pauline [Oliveros] was simultaneously interested in that – it was one of the things
which got us corresponding in the late 60s/early 70s. You move from awareness of – and
preoccupation with – how sounds affect our bodies, into how that might create a web of
connection with the external world – with the natural world. (qtd. in Allan)
Lockwood’s musical journey began with piano studies at a young age. Though she never stopped
listening to nature, she began her formal musical studies at the Royal Academy of Music in
1961. Her summers were spent with further study at Darmstadt, and she took electronic music
training in Cologne and Holland with Gottfried Michael Koenig. Lockwood describes her
experience:
It was fun to put sounds together with massing oscillators, and filters and ring modulators
and whatnot,…but the sounds we were making weren't intrinsically interesting to me…
So rather than make myself figure out ways to do just that – which of course with
granular synthesis and so on, has been beautifully done – I switched to another domain of
sound. (qtd. in Allan)
Electronic music synthesis was not her path. Instead, she chose to explore the richness of noise
and sound coupled with the technology of recording tape; she composed pieces of noise and
sound. In this realm, she explored our relationship to natural noises and these noises’ effects on
the mind and body.
An example of this is an early work composed in 1970 entitled Tiger Balm. The piece is
described as:
Breaking entirely with the dynamic language of the musique concrète tradition,
Lockwood uses a select palette of mainly unprocessed sonic elements chosen for their
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mysterious and erotic characteristics (a purring cat, a heartbeat, gongs, slowed down jaw
harp, a tiger, a woman's breath, a plane passing overhead), presenting at most two sounds
at once. As one sound flows organically into the next, their shared characteristics are
highlighted, opening a space of dream logic and mysterious associations between nature
and culture, the ancient and the modern. (forcedexposure)
With Tiger Balm, Lockwood too explores the role of sound in ritual by creating a piece that some
might find trance-inducing. Like Schaeffer’s musique concrète, she uses prerecorded material,
but unlike Schaefer, she allows the sounds to be with little manipulation or layering. The
exception is the speed manipulation of the jaw harp, but the modulation does not disturb the
meditative flow. It enhances it.
The piece begins with a soft tiger purr, which slowly crescendos and then levels off.
Located to the extreme left of the stereo image, gong tones pitched a perfect fourth apart appear
(3:13). They are lightly struck with a soft mallet producing a lulling yet uncanny effect. The tiger
purr is then replaced with a beating heart located on the opposite side of the stereo image (5:12).
Those sounds are then replaced with the manipulated jaw harp, which floats left and right (7:32).
A woman’s breath begins to emerge on the left side, while the gongs and the tiger purrs appear
on the right (9:13). The piece concludes with the alternating, shimmery gong tones, which now
appear in the center of the stereo image. The piece gradually fades into silence17. (0:00-18:52).
By allowing the listener to experience each sound on a visceral level, Lockwood’s piece
permeates the subconscious in a manner that Kendall described above. The experience of a piece
such as this alters emotions and feelings. This work exists both as a solely recorded acousmatic 18
piece, as well as a live performance for tape playback and percussionist, whereas Schaeffer’s
music is not performed, only played back.
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Burning Piano (1968), another of Lockwood’s early works, began as a means to record
the sound of fire for another collaborative work entitled Heat. She placed expendable
microphones inside the body of the piano, wrapped the cables in asbestos, and connected them to
a recorder. The recording ended up being unusable due to audience chatter, but the visual, and,
no doubt the live auditory experience, was stunning (Revell).

Image 10: Annea Lockwood and ‘Piano Burning’ photo by Geoff Adams

This work became part of the Piano Transplants series, which was created to
commemorate the first successful human heart transplant performed by Christian Barnard in
1967. Lockwood notes that all pianos to be set ablaze should be “beyond repair” (Early Works).
The score reads, “Set upright piano in an open space with the lid closed/staple inflated balloons
all over/spill a little lighter fluid and light it/play whatever pleases you for as long as you can”
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(Early Works). Lockwood described a desire to record fire in a Soundlands film from the Bangor
Sound City Festival in 2013. After several experiments, she decided on an old piano obtained
from a piano graveyard. She planned to record it but indicated that the noisy circumstances made
that impossible. It became more of a beautiful spectacle (3:00-6:41). The festival burning
commenced as microphones were placed in the body of the piano. The fire was lit, and the piano
was recorded until the cables and microphones burned. The recording produced very detailed
crackling, snapping, and popping as the fire consumed the piano until all that was left was the
metal harp (0:24-18:29). The piece was not only a visual spectacle but also a ritualistic gathering
enhanced by aesthetic noise.
The idea of using a piano for this purpose was inspired by John Cage’s prepared piano
works, with inspiration being taken from American composers and sound artists Pauline
Oliveros, Alison Knowles, and Ruth Anderson. She later came to the United States at the request
of Anderson to teach at Hunter College. They fell in love and married. Lockwood composed the
piece For Ruth after Anderson’s death in 2019. It appears on an album along with Conversations
74, a gift composed by Anderson for Lockwood at the beginning of their relationship. Lockwood
described the two pieces as “bookends” to their long marriage (Allan). Lockwood also
collaborated with Fluxus artist Alison Knowles on a book entitled Woman’s Work. Fluxus is
generally associated with men, but this publication features Event Scores by several women
artists. According to Art News, “The published text scores ranged from prescriptive to abstract,
calling on the reader to perform a procedure or set of fixed actions, to interpret an open-ended
instruction, or to construct a material object” (Primary Information). The scores contained in the
book were meant for the reader to perform if they so choose.
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ALISON KNOWLES
“Noises of everyday life are music for Knowles” (Greenberger). Alison Knowles was a
founding member of the New York-based Fluxus art movement, which was born out of John
Cage’s experimental composition class at the New School for Social Research. Besides being a
founding member of the Fluxus group, she was the recipient of both a Guggenheim Fellowship
and an NEA Residency Grant. Her works have been exhibited and performed at the Whitney
Museum, documenta X, and the Tate Museum. She published on Somewhere Else Press. Her
work was concerned with actions and items that pertained to the daily lives of women. Jill
Johnson notes:
Alison Knowles is quite aware at this point that only a woman would have made a public
salad in 1962, and that only a woman would be so identified with another food —beans,
of all kinds, which have figured in so much of her work…[George] Brecht and Robert
Watts…had organized a Fluxus-type event called the Yam Festival…I only remember
being served a salad, the product of a performance called Proposition, with its instruction
“Make a salad”, by Alison Knowles…On stage she had huge quantities of salad
materials, which she mixed in a big pickle barrel and served on paper plates…Knowles
has also made a number of word scores involving shoes…a tall woman with outsized feet
[she] says her obsession with shoes dated from a remark from a shoe salesman when she
was fifteen. He said, “After size nine, a woman buying shoes in our society can’t afford
to be fussy.” (60)
Originally a painter, Knowles burned all her work after her first show and began focusing on
food and other actions deemed to be ‘women’s work” and wrote them out as Event Scores.
Fluxus scholar and daughter to Knowles, Hanna Higgins offers this definition of an Event Score:
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The most durable innovation to emerge from that classroom [John Cage’s experimental
music class] was George Brecht’s Event score, a performance technique that has been
used extensively by virtually every Fluxus artist with varying degrees of success. In the
Event, everyday actions are framed as minimalistic performances or, occasionally, as
imaginary and impossible experiments with everyday situations. (2)
Though they were similar to Cage’s Theater Piece No. 1 and Kaprow’s Happenings, they were
typically shorter and simpler. And though some scenarios were clearly imaginary and
impossible, like the excerpt from Dick Higgins’ Danger Music, which asked the participant to
voluntarily have their spine removed (Bailey), Knowles’ Event scores were meant to be
performed by anyone, as I found out during a residency.
In 2008, I participated in a workshop at Columbia College with Fluxus artist Alison
Knowles. Under her direction, my classmates and I made and ate a salad, we worked with beans,
and we participated in a public performance of several of her Event Scores. We shuffled onto the
stage in Shuffle, following the instruction on the score, “The performer or performers shuffle into
the performance area and away from it, above, behind, around, or through the audience. They
perform as a group or solo: but quietly” (Knowles). We read newspapers, and Knowles directed
us like a conductor to crescendo or decrescendo, accelerando or ritardando in Newspaper Music,
and sang our hearts out in Piece for Any Number of Vocalists. However, I wish to highlight her
Nivea Cream Piece, which was performed by my classmates Kelly Parsell, Erin Cramer, and
Kristina Gosh.
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Image 11: Nivea Cream Piece (1962) by Alison Knowles, photo by Christina Gosh

The score reads, “First performer comes on stage with a jar of Nivea cream. The
performer massages hands in front of the microphone. The other performers enter one at a time.
They make a mass of massaging hands and leave one at a time following the first performer”
(Knowles). It is a performance of an everyday activity for many women, but by amplifying the
minuet noise, the audience is brought to a new awareness. The transduction and amplification of
noise jolts us out of our they-self existence and reveals new awareness through aesthetic noise.
Everyday elements inspired Alison Knowles as well as other artists.

ALYCE SANTORO
Now largely obsolete, cassette tapes were a common media for music consumption. They
were replaced first by the compact disc and then by streaming services. They now are rarely
used, except by artist Alyce Santoro, who weaves the tapes and their recordings into SONIC
FABRIC, making noise aesthetic. I first encountered Santoro and her work in a Manhattan
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gallery during an IDSVA New York residency in 2013. As we entered the Gasser-Grunert
Gallery for her solo show Philosoprops and Ontological Apparatus, Santoro played the flute
with a small ensemble.
Santoro came to art from a biology background with talents in scientific illustration. Her
interests lie in bringing scientific phenomena to the forefront through her philosoprops. She
describes them as such:
In the 1990s I coined the word philosoprops to describe multi-media works intended to
raise a question, illustrate a concept, catalyze an action, challenge perception, or spark a
dialog. Philosoprops offer subtle, often playful critiques of the foibles of highly literal,
positivist, hierarchical, anthropocentric, reductionist thinking. (alycesantoro.com)
The show also featured her signature SONIC FABRIC. She describes the fabric as follows:
The main idea for me was that each edition of fabric contained stored memory...trapped
sound...a record of a moment in time that could only be accessed by imagining it. I would
literally weave together sounds that might not otherwise be heard simultaneously...noises,
music, spoken word from different parts of the world...to highlight the idea that all of
these things are part of a single fabric. (sonicfabric.blogspot.com)
Santoro has fashioned the fabric into clothing, for example, Superhero Dress #1 and Galicianedition. She has also used the fabric sculpturally, as with Sonic Scroll, a twenty-four-foot bolt of
fabric hung from ceiling to floor in the gallery. A participatory element of the show encouraged
the visitor to liberate the noise from the fabric with a modified Sony Walkman. The
amplification of the noise was most fascinating to me.
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Image 12: Santoro, Tell-Tail Sails (2013), alycesantoro.com

The major work in the gallery was a twenty-one-foot sailboat sail entitled Tell-Tail Sails
(After Sandy). The cassette tapes that were used in the fabric contained a noisy underground
soundscape recorded in the New York subway system. It was entitled Between Stations
(Soundcloud.com). At the time of the viewing, I was informed that the sails had been damaged in
a flood caused by Hurricane Sandy and had been recently restored. The work was sculptural,
sonic, and participatory as the noisy subterranean landscape could be liberated with Santoro’s
modified Walkman. The experience was visual, tactile, as well as sonic. Santoro’s work
demonstrates that noise can not only be heard but can also be seen and felt.
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SUNN O)))
Noise can also be felt when presented at high volumes. It can send waves of terror
through the body and psyche, shaking our seemingly stable subjectivity. It is interesting to note
that even though this is the case, many genres of music incorporate noise. Noise has permeated
nearly every style of music from classical, jazz, rock, punk, metal, etcetera, threatening its purity.
Attali indicates the role of music in noise, “Music responds to the terror of noise, recreating
differences between sounds and repressing the tragic dimension of lasting dissonance−just as
sacrifice responds to the terror of violence. Music has been, from its origin, a simulacrum of the
monopolization of the power to kill, a simulacrum of ritual murder” (28). This statement might
apply to the powerful and subsuming drone of Sunn O))).
Sunn O))), pronounced “sun,” was founded in 1998 by its core members Greg Anderson
and Stephen O’Malley. They take their name from the Sunn amplifier company. Now defunct,
the company’s logo featured a circle with emanating waves next to their name. The band Sunn
O))) produces an atypical style of metal known as “drone.” Whereas most metal bands feature

Image 13: Sunn O))) 2019 Rockefeller Chapel, Chicago photo by Mary Mazurek
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intensity and speed with aggressive guitars and driving drums; drone takes a different path. It is
still loud — extremely loud — but the drone of Sunn O))) lacks rhythm. Instead, it features very
slow progressions that are presented at such a high intensity that the noise envelops the listener
producing an almost meditative state. This is true of the group’s 2015 album Kannon. This noisy
yet oddly hypnotic album features slow-moving and lingering guitar progressions produced by
Anderson and O’Malley. There are no drums, but lush, sustained synthesizers add to the mix,
supporting and at times engulfing Attila Csihar’s growling vocal. The vocals of Csihar, a
longtime collaborator with Sunn O))), are at times layered more like an instrumental texture
rather than being highlighted. They submerge and surface in the din of the drone.
Sunn O))) is one of the pioneers of the drone metal subgenre, and theorist Norberto
Gomez describes his first experience at a live concert in the following passage:
In 2012, I was baptized in a sea of fog and sweat at a Sunn O))) performance in a small
venue in Virginia. Afterward, I devoted a chapter to my experience in my book, The
Book of Cannibals. [9] There I discuss the connections I felt ranging from Edmund
Burke’s sublime, where pain, terror, vastness and the infinite become aesthetic categories
in opposition to pleasure, to Luigi Russolo’s The Art of Noises (1913), featuring the
Futurist painter’s call to ‘enlarge and enrich more and more the domain of musical
sounds,’ and, finally, a sense of Buddhist mindfulness and attention that comes from the
aforementioned production of an aural weight as a result of the noise. What struck me
most was the state of consciousness raised by the event, which invoked attention and
awakening. (Gomez)
A meditation immersed in noise is what I had experienced at a 2019 Sunn O))) performance held
in a church. Shrouded in solemnity, the hooded musicians entered the smoke-filled sanctuary.
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Their deliberate and grand gestures were reminiscent of a religious ceremony as their low, slow,
and weighty progressions methodically unfolded. A similar experience was described in the New
York Times Magazine:
The music was unbelievably loud — so loud, in fact, that the sound waves made your rib
cage vibrate like a stereo cabinet and your teeth literally rattle in their sockets — but the
effect was somehow more meditative than violent. The overall experience was not unlike
listening to an Indian raga in the middle of an earthquake. (Wray)
I can confirm that the sheer volume that Sunn O))) produces live does make the body vibrate,
making noise visceral as well as auditory. Instead of noise being jarring or alarming, the drone of
Sunn O))) is aesthetic and conducive for meditation, causing a deeper engagement. It shows that
if one is present and listens to aesthetic noise, a profound multi-sensory experience may result. It
reveals the truth in the connective power of sound to root the body in resonance and ritual as well
as in time and space. It fosters a collective consciousness that extends out beyond the individual
and into the sound world.

CONCLUSION
Noise appears in Western art with Luigi Russolo and his manifesto on noise. He later
realizes his noise compositions with his intonarumori noise instruments. The noisy progression
then continues with the compositions of John Cage, which reveal the unity between life, art, and
noise. Both Cage and Russolo continue to influence the noisemakers of today. I have provided a
brief background of the artists Steve Reich, Annea Lockwood, Alison Knowles, Alyce Santoro,
and Sunn O))) who each take noise into new and innovative directions. They show us how to
experience noise beyond our habitual conditioning. In doing so, they make noise accessible.
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They demonstrate the possibilities of noise as an aesthetic material with nearly limitless
possibilities for both the artist and the listener. Aesthetic noise holds the opportunity to expand
our perceptions and even our consciousnesses with new realizations. However, as we have
found, noise is quite complex and presents many philosophical challenges. Aesthetic noise will
need to be filtered philosophically in order to understand its potential. This is my intention for
the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 3
Can Noise Be Beautiful?
An Exploration of Noise Through Burke’s Empiricism
I ask you, sometime, too, sounds happening in time, what will happen to our experience of
hearing, yours, mine, our ears, hearing, what will happen if sounds being beautiful stop
sometime and the only sounds to hear are not beautiful to hear but are ugly, what will happen to
us? Would we ever be able to get so that we thought the ugly sounds were beautiful?
John Cage, Silence (42)

Seated at the center of the semicircle, the little girl studied the wooden ribs of the spinet
piano in front of her while her classmates lobbed spitballs, passed notes, or eyed the clock in
anticipation of lunch. The buzzing fluorescent lights caught her attention next, and she observed
how the glow from the overhead lights differed from the streaming sunshine that beamed into the
narrow windows of the makeshift basement classroom.
In the midst of the ruckus, the music teacher burst through the swinging doors with an
armful of music books, as the homeroom teacher quickly departed up the back stairs. The books
made a loud thump as she dropped them on top of the piano. That was the signal for silence. The
songbooks were distributed as the teacher flipped open her copy on the music stand.
Holding the book in her hand, the little girl glossed her hand over the hard, faded cover.
She opened the book and ran her nail down the hinge, further separating the endpaper from the
spine while waiting for the song to be announced. Today’s lesson would be “Oh Shenandoah.”
The assigned page depicted a dull illustration of a boy overlooking a river, and the little girl
wondered why they had to sing such an old song. Nevertheless, someone must have really liked
that river to compose the tune. Today, she would sing the song as if she really liked the river too.
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As the teacher banged out the introduction, the little girl sat up in her chair. She extended
her chest out and inhaled deeply in anticipation of the first note, “Oh Shenandoah, I long to see
you. Way-hey, you rolling river…” Supported by the cacophonous accompaniment, she pictured
the harmoniously flowing river. In the room, she heard the voices and piano reflect off the tile,
plaster, and cinderblock and thought that it was the most beautiful sound that she had ever
heard. That was until she was jolted back into reality with the crash of the piano lid and the
teacher’s shout, “How am I supposed to teach you anything when all you know how to do is
make noise!”

How do we know when something is beautiful? How is it determined? Is it the individual,
the critic, society, or some combination of the aforementioned who make the simple-seeming
determination? Like noise, beauty carries many different definitions; this is what the field of
aesthetics assesses. Plato, for example, equates beauty to truth, morality, and divinity. Kant
postulates that beauty produces universal disinterested delight, while Hegel determines that the
interpretation of beauty is sensual and filled with content. Just like noise, the definition of beauty
is elusive.
To review the definitions of noise, Daniel Levitin attributes the qualities of randomness
and confusion to the term (The World in Six Songs 2). Acoustician Donald Hall calls noise
unwanted (2). However, could there ever be an instance where noise might be wanted or even
desirable? This seems to be the case as Friedrich Kittler recounts the primal sound emanating
from Turing and Shannon’s vocoder. Originally used to mask Winston Churchill’s voice in
noise, the vocoder encoded transatlantic communications during World War II. It later became
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an indispensable tool in popular music (49). In this case and possibly others, could noise ever be
considered beautiful?
To make this determination, we must gather more information about noise and its
application, but with what methodology? It might be helpful to note that noise is sensual and
primarily perceived by the ear, although neurologist Oliver Sax comments in his book
Musicophilia that sound can also be felt in the muscles. Additionally, he says, “Some people — a
surprisingly large number —‘taste’ or ‘smell’ or ‘feel’ various sensations as they listen to music
— though such synesthesia may be accounted a gift more than a symptom” (Preface). Even if
one is not gifted with synesthesia, neuroscientist Seth Horowitz explains that when presented
with a 19-Hertz oscillation, one witnesses gray ghost-like shapes because 19 Hertz is the
resonant frequency of the human eyeball (241). Finally, in Noise Matters, Greg Hainge
illustrates the multi-sensory aspect of noise by pointing to the opening scene of the 1982 Steven
Spielberg-written film Poltergeist. The customary “snowy” screen appears at the television
station signoff (88). Video pixelation and visual static are also referred to as “noise.”
From this, we discover that noise is actually a multisensory experience. It is auditory,
visceral, experiential, and even in some cases, visual. Therefore, in listening to noise
philosophically, we to begin to understand more its nuances. However, we have come to learn
not to trust our senses in favor of logic and reason. For instance, it is clear that Plato considers
sensory data to be suspect. In his view, truth resides a priori in divinity. This is witnessed in the
Allegory of the cave from Book VII of the Republic (208-237). His conclusion is that “the realm
revealed through sight [b] be likened to the prison dwelling, and the light of the fire inside it to
the sun’s power…Only god knows whether it is true” (211). Even though Plato is speaking of
sight and not hearing, he demonstrates his lack of faith in human perception, imagination, and
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interpretation derived from the senses because they are individual, subjective, and thus
imperfect.
However, might value be found within sensual imperfection? Could these realizations
uncover some hidden knowledge that could clarify the aesthetics of noise? Further investigation
into this query may grant us deeper access into the interpretation of aesthetic noise and allow us
to determine if the word “beauty” could ever be applicable.
For this assessment, I will begin by filtering works of noise through Edmund Burke’s
philosophy. Burke was an 18th-century Irish-born British statesman who supported aristocracy
over democracy and called for clear governmental and societal hierarchies (Bromwich 4-5). He
was one of the founders of modern conservatism (Atkinson 173). Based on this, Burke seems to
be an unlikely candidate for the evaluation of aesthetic noise, but Bromwich describes Burke as
“a man of imagination” (5). His imagination likely inspired his 1757 publication The Enquiry
into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, which takes an empirical approach to
evaluate the sublime and the beautiful. Burke assigns morality as an inseparable condition of
beauty (Atkinson 172). Additionally, Bromwich notes that Burke considered the feelings
associated with the beautiful and the sublime inseparable from life itself (62-63). John Cage
expressed a similar sentiment in a 1970 interview with Frank Kermode on BBC Radio 3. When
asked about the separation between art and life, Cage insisted that there was none (Cage Talk
199). He, like Burke, also recognized that art and beauty are united in life, which solidifies
societal connections. For Burke, social connections, as well as the belief in the power of the
senses, were essential for the assessment of beauty.
Certainly, other philosophers have written on the subject of the beautiful and the sublime.
For example, Immanuel Kant’s writings stem from Burke’s philosophy. Whereas Burke values
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sensory data, Kant favors a priori knowledge that exists beyond the senses. If noise has already
been judged negatively and is considered a priori information, there seems to be little incentive
to venture into an investigation of this highly sensual substance. Additionally, Kant trivializes
music and fails to address the subject of noise in The Critique of Judgement. Therefore, I feel
that Burke’s approach to assessing the sublime and possibly beautiful through the passions is
better suited for aesthetic noise. Burke also specifically focuses on the subject of noise in his
chapters “Sound and Loudness,” ‘Suddenness,” “Intermitting,” and “The Cries of Animals.”
Under the subheading of the beautiful, he includes the chapter “The Beautiful in Sounds.”
Whereas most philosophers ignore auditory phenomenon, Burke addresses it directly.
Furthermore, empiricism seems to be an ideal means to acquire information about noise since the
methodology prioritizes information gained from sensory experience.
To continue, in The Enquiry, Burke is concerned with the difficult concepts of beauty,
sublimity, and their effects on society, as they all fall under his unified theory of taste. He links
taste to our passions. They are integral in the interpretation of aesthetics, as he explains here:
Such a confusion of ideas must certainly render all our reasonings upon subjects of this
kind extremely inaccurate and inconclusive. Could this admit of any remedy, I imagined
it could only be from a diligent examination of our passions in our own breasts; from a
careful survey of the properties of things which we find by experience to influence those
passions; and from a sober and attentive investigation of the laws of nature, by which
those properties are capable of affecting the body, and thus of exciting our passions. If
this could be done, it was imagined that the rules deducible from such an enquiry might
be applied to the imitative arts, and to whatever else they concerned, without much
difficulty. (1)
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The passions, as he lists, are love, grief, fear, anger, and joy (22). They all have visceral effects
on the body, and subsequently, the mind. The passions, in turn, influence our artistic tastes based
on “certain, natural and uniform principles” (ibid). In modern-day terminology, we might refer to
Burke’s conception of the “passions” as feelings or emotions. These states can be highly
subjective; however, Burke notices agreement among people in their experience of the passions.
This is witnessed in the pleasure derived from imitating natural objects. He, therefore, concludes
that “so far as Taste is natural, it is nearly common to all” (20). This provides us with a universal
principle which allows for the evaluation of aesthetics because when our passions are stimulated,
they alter our emotional states in a similar manner. These commonalities in the experience of the
passions provide a valid methodology with which to assess the aesthetic value of noise in art and
music.
Emotions vitally affect our physical states and maybe even our survival. Science supports
this. Neuroscientist Daniel Levitin notes that “creativity and emotional flexibility” have
benefited humans in their survival throughout their existence (The World in Six Songs 14).
Emotional responses to stimuli provide information about one’s environment, and this has
fostered the continuation of the human species. However, logic has supplanted emotions in the
modern world, and this can be quite detrimental. Alice Miller explains in The Drama of the
Gifted Child:
These people [disrespected children] have all developed the art of not experiencing
feelings, for a child can experience her feelings only when there is somebody there who
accepts her fully, understands her, and supports her. If that person is missing, if the child
must risk losing the mother’s love or the love of her substitute in order to feel, then she
will repress her emotions. She cannot even experience them secretly, “just for herself”;
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she will fail to experience them at all. But they will nevertheless stay in her body, in her
cells, stored up as information that can be triggered by a later event. (9-10)
Yet, if we are open to experiencing our feelings, especially through exposure to the new and
novel, our capabilities to experience more complex emotional combinations might grow, as Gary
Kendall notes in his essay “Feeling Blend.” He states:
Electroacoustic music, sonic arts, in fact, all arts intend to produce a result, often a new
sense of possibilities even if that sense is ineffable — ineffable because the integration of
new experiences becomes an unobservable part of the listener’s cognitive unconscious, a
change in the cognitive-perceptual capacities of the listener. And while we all undergo
changes in the course of our everyday life (welcomed or not), we invite to ourselves the
changes that art fosters in us. Whether it is shifting our mood or shocking our senses, we
open the door for art. And feeling is an intrinsic part of new artistic integrations. In fact,
for art, feeling qualities are often at the very core of what is new and meaningful. (1.0)
Kendall seems to indicate that the blending of technology with art and music may encourage new
and complex emotional combinations and meanings beyond Burke’s listed passions. This
conclusion recalls Luigi Russolo’s manifesto, The Art of Noises. Reflecting on the response to
experiencing new technological noise, he states, “But our ear takes pleasure in it, since it is
already educated to modern life, so prodigal in different noises. Nevertheless, our ear is not
satisfied and calls for even greater emotions” (25). The sounds of the early airplanes,
automobiles, and mechanized factories must have startled and astonished in the beginning, but as
the population grew accustomed to them, they faded into the background. Different sounds
presented in alternate contexts would then be needed to satisfy the craving for the new and novel.
Russolo fabricated the novel with his intonarumori, noise instruments that presented
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technological noises in a different context. I believe Russolo’s novel approach coincides with
Burke’s concept of novelty. According to Burke, novelty causes curiosity, which he describes as
the simplest of emotions (29). Because curiosity is a simple emotion, it can never keep us
engaged for long. Instead of this being a detriment, I understand this as a potential opportunity
for growth. Aesthetic noise carries with it the possibility of generating perpetual curiosity, which
in turn is capable of stimulating the imagination and the emotions of the observer. Ever-evolving
technology offers the artist new means to incorporate noise. It presents a growing palette of
novel approaches. Hence, we can conclude that noise and especially aesthetic noise is always in
the process of becoming, just as our truth and subjectivity are also in the process of becoming.
Because of this, noise offers us a deeper opportunity for emotional experiencing.
As Nietzsche notes in The Birth of Tragedy, art and music have moved too far into
Apollonian formality and away from the emotive Dionysian experience. This is witnessed in
everyday modern life where logic and reason are favored over feelings and emotions. However,
as we have learned from Miller’s earlier quote, ignoring emotions can have negative
consequences. With the denial of emotional material in favor of logic, we may become
complacent, restless, frustrated, and even sick. Nietzsche calls for the return of Dionysian
elements in music to “shake us to our very foundations” (21). I am not proposing a complete
shift to emotional Dionysian thought, but rather, I would like to acknowledge our emotional
intelligence, which is seated in our limbic system and has helped us survive as a species. It is
important to recognize, as Levine notes:
Our intellect itself evolved out of an instinctual matrix. Instinct defines the parameters
that guide each species to form thoughts and develop language. In the healthy human,
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instinct, emotion, and intellect work together to create the widest range of choices
possible in any given situation. (89)
I wish to recognize our emotions as gifts and tools that, when combined with logic, aid us both in
our survival and also in our day-to-day living. I also believe that when is noise is used
aesthetically and presented in new contexts, it can help us experience our emotions more fully.
Aesthetic noise, I feel, provides a means of reconnecting with our emotional selves.
We see from these statements that emotions, feelings, or passions, (whichever your
preferred terminology) though individual, contain a universal nature, which provides an excellent
methodology for assessing aesthetics. In addition, Burke affirms the value of emotional
experiencing in the following statement:
If we can direct the lights we derive from such exalted speculations, upon the humbler
field of the imagination, whilst we investigate the springs and trace the courses of our
passions, we may not only communicate to the taste a sort of philosophical solidity, but
we may reflect back on the severer sciences some of the graces and elegancies of taste,
without which the greatest proficiency in those sciences will always have the appearance
of something illiberal. (5-6)
Proceeding in a more integrated manner, I suspect, will provide much information on the
aesthetic usage of noise. Therefore, what I intend to do over the course of this chapter is to
reiterate Burke’s premise on the passions in the assessment of the sublime and the beautiful and
apply it to noise. By using Burke’s criteria as a philosophical filter, we may find more value in
aesthetic noise. But we also must assess to what degree these principles apply. That is what is to
follow.
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THE SUBLIME AND THE BEAUTIFUL
The first task in this analysis is to examine Burke’s definitions of the sublime and the
beautiful. In the simplest of terms, Burke indicates that the beautiful inspires the passion of love
or relaxation (39), and the sublime produces the feelings of terror and fear (36). Noise often
triggers fear, so it seems evident then that noise could easily be associated with the sublime. But
could noise ever be beautiful? If noise is disruptive, disturbing, dangerous, and unwanted, it
seems impossible that it could inspire love. However, to conclude that noise is solely sublime
would be hasty. Perhaps if we examine Burke’s definitions of the sublime and the beautiful in
more depth, a path to the beautiful might be found in noise.

THE SUBLIME
To Burke, exposure to the sublime shifts the mind to ideas of terror and pain, which
causes tension in the body. He explains:
From hence I conclude that pain, and fear, act upon the same parts of the body, and in the
same manner, though somewhat differing in degree. That pain and fear consist in an
unnatural tension of the nerves; that this is sometimes accompanied with an unnatural
strength, which sometimes suddenly changes into an extraordinary weakness; that these
effects often come on alternately, and are sometimes mixed with each other. (119)
The body responds physiologically and psychologically when subjected to stimulus, and this is
important. Terror is one of the most powerful emotions that can be experienced because it is
associated with death, and the body responds in a manner to protect itself from the pain
associated with it. For example, when exposed to a sudden noise, our primitive brain is aroused,
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and the impulse to fight, freeze, or flee ensues. This reaction is called the “auditory startle
response.” Horowitz explains:
Five synapses in 1/100 [of a] second to go from a sudden sound to a sudden jump, putting
you in a defensive posture with tightened, flight-ready muscles, sometimes emitting a
loud vocalization (that’s especially true of my wife). The auditory startle is common in
vertebrates because it is a very successful evolutionary adaptation to an unseen event. It
lets us get our bearings and get the hell out of there, or at least widen our attention to
figure out what the noise was. (111-112)
Horowitz describes the fight or flight response, but freezing is another response to terror.
Freezing, even though it might not seem so, is also protective. Animals are better able to deal
with fear and terror because they function on an instinctual level, and freezing will make death
less painful if escape is not possible (Levine 15). If the animal survives the ordeal, it literally
shakes it off and proceeds on with its life.
It is not quite as simple for the human-animal because reasoning often gets in the way of
fully processing the trauma and may produce what Peter Levine terms the “Medusa Complex.”
He explains, “As in the Greek myth of Medusa, the human confusion that may ensue when we
stare death in the face can turn us to stone. We may literally freeze in fear, which will result in
the creation of traumatic symptoms” (19). What is clear from this statement is we do not recover
from a freeze response quite as quickly and as easily as animals do. The trauma of the event
often remains to be triggered by sights, sounds, smells, or other sensations, all of which may
interfere with normal living. However, the fact that humans function beyond instinct makes us
very creative, so in this respect, art and music and maybe even noise could be used to aid in the
processing of trauma. Surviving a traumatic or sublime experience may stimulate creativity.
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This is only possible if the sublime is experienced at a distance, on this Burke states,
“When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply
terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are
delightful, as we everyday experience” (36). As we can deduce from this statement, the sublime
can produce both positive and negative emotions depending on our engagement with it.
Processing of the sublime begins in the limbic system of the brain, which is responsible for
emotional and behavioral responses (Levine 88). However, we are unable to experience positive
aspects when we are too directly involved with the sublime. In this predicament, our brains and
bodies revert to survival mode. If we prevail, we must discharge the energy of the event from our
bodies in order to benefit from the creative potential. Otherwise, we may become trapped in a
loop of trauma triggers. Perhaps aesthetic noise can help us in the processing and discharge of
trauma.
Before exploring more on the subject of trauma, I would like to further investigate
Burke’s premise of the sublime. He defines it as, “THE passion caused by the great and sublime
in nature, when those causes operate most powerfully, is Astonishment; and astonishment is that
state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror” (53). This
also aligns with Aristotle’s philosophy. In his description of tragedy, astonishment is produced
from fear and pity (33). Joe Sachs further explains astonishment in his introduction to Poetics by
stating, “His word is ekplêxis, which is usually translated as astonishment, but the metaphor in
that English word is a turning into stone, while the Greek word points instead to a loss of some
sort of support” (15). This statement seems to indicate a momentary loss of language and
subjectivity when presented with the astonishment of the sublime, which coincides with Levine’s
“Medusa Complex,” which causes a freeze response.
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Immanuel Kant, who was greatly influenced by Burke, divides the sublime into two
categories, the mathematical and the dynamic. The mathematical sublime concerns itself with
magnitude and our inability to comprehend the bigness of a concept (32). Kant goes on to define
the dynamic sublime as such, “Might is a power which is superior to great hindrances. It is
termed dominion if it is also superior to the resistance of that which itself possesses might.
Nature, considered in an aesthetic judgement as might that has no dominion over us, is
dynamically sublime” (39). Burke does not subdivide the sublime into two categories, but his
definition does include power and magnitude.
Kant further adds, “Hence it comes that the sublime is not to be looked for in the things
of nature, but only in our own ideas” (32). For Kant, the sublime is formless and originates in the
mind, which Burke does not directly address, but it seems to be caused by external factors or at
least our responses to them. Another area of difference between Kant and Burke is in their
philosophical approaches. Kant says that “the sublime is that, the mere capacity of thinking
which evidences a faculty of mind transcending every standard of sense” (33). For Kant, the
sublime overwhelms the senses. Therefore, the experience is supersensible and cannot be
assessed with the senses. Burke, on the other hand, takes an empirical approach, using the
passions or emotions that arise from the experience of the sublime as a means of evaluation and
creation. I feel that Burke’s method is most appropriate because noise is sensible.
The passions as related to Burke’s sublime are terror, power, obscurity, privation,
vastness, infinity, magnitude, difficulty, magnificence, loudness, suddenness, intermitting, and
the cry of animals (53-77). The list is lengthy, so I will focus more concisely on terror, power,
loudness, suddenness, intermitting, and the cry of animals in the exploration of aesthetic noise. I
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will then demonstrate these aspects of aesthetic noise in works by Luigi Russolo, John Cage,
Annea Lockwood, and Stephen O’Malley of Sunn O))).

LUIGI RUSSOLO: AWAKENING A CITY
Power is a significant component of the sublime. On this, Burke states, “Besides these
things which directly suggest the idea of danger, and those which produce a similar effect from a
mechanical cause, I know of nothing sublime which is not some modification of power” (59).
“Power,” like “noise,” has various meanings. For instance, it can mean “the capability to do
work.” Power can also mean “the exertion or influence of an authority to direct an outcome.” For
example, the authority of Western music has exerted power over what is considered to be music
and the repertoire that is acceptable to be presented in a concert hall. Filtered through Burke’s
philosophy, this is a modification of power as it exerts control over what can and cannot be
performed in this sacred venue of music. Russolo’s work is sublime in that it challenges the
musical hierarchy with noise.
Thriving on noise, Russolo created a number of acoustic, mechanical boxes fitted with
cranks, gears, membranes, and conical horns, which he called intonarumori. The sounds that
they produced imitated the modern noises of early twentieth-century life. Imitation, as indicated
in Aristotle’s Poetics, is a natural human activity that produces understanding and delight (22).
Aristotle states, “For imitating is co-natural with human beings from childhood, and in this they
differ from the other animals because they are the most imitative and produce their first acts of
understanding by means of imitation; also all human beings take delight in imitations” (ibid).
However, Plato, preoccupied with origins, expresses the untruth in imitations, as in his words,
any imitation is at least three levels removed from its original (300). Russolo’s noise instruments
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only imitated the noises of cars and airplanes; they were not originals and merely simulacrum of
the real thing. On the other hand, Chessa refers to Russolo’s imitated sounds as “REAL” because
they are a mixture of natural and man-made sounds. This mixture embodies both chaos and
unity, leading Russolo to the goal of synthesizing spiritual unity. (139) For Russolo, noise was an
alchemical means to connect with the divine.

Image 14: Russolo, his assistant Ugo Piatti, and the intonarumori, Wikipedia

The first noise music concert that Russolo presented included a performance of Risveglio
di una città (Awakening a City) with sixteen noise instruments, which took place in the home of
Marinetti in 1913 (Brown 4). A small audience was gathered including a journalist from the
London-based publication Pall Mall Gazette. He recounted the experience as such:
At first a quiet even murmur was heard. The great city was asleep. Now and again some
giant hidden in one of those queer boxes snored pretentiously; and a new-born child
cried. Then, the murmur was heard again, a faint noise like breakers on the shore.
Presently, a far-away noise rapidly grew into a mighty roar. I fancied it must have been
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the roar of the huge printing machines of the newspapers…I awoke as though from a
dream and applauded. (qtd. in Brown 4-5)
For this reporter, and likely the intimate futurist audience that had gathered that evening, the
concert must have stimulated their imaginations producing an almost religious experience
through aesthetic noise. In the context of Marinetti’s home, the noise concert was well received.
However, this would not be the case at the second performance.
According to Daniel Levitin, religious and ritualistic music are bound to a particular time
and place (The World in Six Songs 396). In other words, it would be inappropriate to present
certain music in certain contexts. For example, it would be sacrilegious to play heavy metal
music in a church. For many, the concert hall is also considered to be a sacred space with clear
musical expectations. However, when Russolo presented Risveglio di una città again, this time in
a public performance debuting his noise instruments at the Teatro Dal Verme in 1914, spiritual
unity was not achieved. The performance did not meet the expectations of the professors from
the Royal Conservatory of Milan, who were in attendance, and a brawl ensued. The Futurist
easily defeated the professors that night, sending eleven to the hospital (Russolo 33). Though the
futurists won the battle, the conservatory professors won the war. The system remained intact.
The repertoire of Mozart, Beethoven, and the other great masters would continue to dominate the
concert hall. Musical consonance would reign supreme.
Levitin indicates that dissonance can add excitement, but too much can violate listeners’
expectations, which may produce adverse reactions (This Is Your Brain on Music 193). I suspect
that this is what happened in the case of Russolo’s intonarumori concert in Milan. We possess a
preference for consonance in music, and when presented with dissonance, we expect a
resolution. Andrew Bowie in Aesthetics and Subjectivity explains this preference through Hegel.
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“Hegel regards musical dissonance, of the kind introduced by the dominant seventh (B flat in the
key of C), as creating tension that must be resolved, and this forms the crucial link to the
argument of Logic” (155). Without some tension, music becomes boring, but when there is too
much, the music is often interpreted as too radical. Bowie describes the surprising insertion of
dissonance in Beethoven’s Symphony No.3, Eroica, here:
The famous C sharp in the opening bars of the Eroica Symphony could, for example, be
understood as ‘subjectivity’, in the form of the self-contained unity of the tonality of E
flat, ‘negating itself’ into what is opposed to itself in order to articulate its own content
more fully. The symphonic sonata movement finally resolves this tension by revealing its
goal some 400 bars later when the C sharp recurs in the content which retrospectively
gives its initially occurrence its true significance. In consequence, rather than having
remained ‘one sidedly’ within itself, the home key with which the movement eventually
concludes has become deepened via its relations to what temporarily ‘dissolved’ it. Seen
from the end of the movement, the ‘negativity’ of the famous dissonance thus becomes a
way of expressing unity at a higher level. (155-156)
Tension and resolution are where truth and subjectivity lie in an unfolding of this musical
Hegelian dialectic. Dissonance or noise is the antithesis subjected to a structured musical thesis.
The rational transformation lies in the synthesis of music. In other words, the musical thesis is
reliant on the antithesis of dissonance to achieve a synthesis, which is music. Though Beethoven
did resolve the tension of the rogue C-sharp in the Eroica Symphony, it did not occur soon
enough for some to accommodate the musical tastes of the time, and it was met with criticism.
Levitin explains why this might have been the case:
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I’ve reviewed the major elements that go into music: pitch, timbre, key, harmony,
loudness, rhythm, meter, and tempo. Neuroscientists deconstruct sound into its
components to study selectively which brain regions are involved in processing each of
them, and musicologists discuss their individual contributions to the overall aesthetic
experience of listening. But music — real music — succeeds or fails because of the
relationship among these elements. (193-194)

Image 15: The rogue C-Sharp in Beethoven’s Symphony No. 3, free-scores

There is an expectation that dissonances are resolved in music, so the unusual C-sharp in the key
of E-flat major introduced in measure seven by the celli as part of the main theme must have
seemed radical at the time (free-scores). Bowie seems to agree by putting much emphasis on it.
However, Tom Service offers another perspective:
And yet, these musical revolutions are not so - well, revolutionary as they might at first
seem. In this piece as much as anything he composed, Beethoven didn’t want to
compromise his music’s communicative power. For his music to sound its message of
change, to inspire audiences to consider a new world-view just as they are also asked to
participate in a new scale of symphonic drama, Beethoven needed to make sure he was
taking his listeners with him. Which is why this vastly complex piece is also completely
clear in its structure and in its extreme states of expressive character. (The Guardian)
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Maybe Beethoven’s C-sharp was not that controversial after all. The momentary dissonance is
resolved, and the piece has withstood the test of time.
From a neuroscience perspective, Levitin notes the delicate balance of dissonance and
resolution in music. If the composer strays too far from our expectations, the music becomes
intolerable (This Is Your Brain on Music 192). In this respect, Beethoven fulfills the listeners’
expectations and resolves the dissonance later in the work. However, to modern ears, the
dissonance is not that extreme. Russolo argues that what was groundbreaking at the time of
Beethoven (46), is obsolete to sounds of the modern era and composed accordingly.
The novelty of the C-sharp inserted in the key of E-flat major, over time, has been
interpreted as less controversial. Russolo was aware that the fading feelings of novelty causes
boredom and leave the mind longing for something new (25). He presents a valid point. Novelty
fades, and that which was once new, no longer holds our curiosity. Aristotle refers to curiosity as
wonder, which is necessary in tragedy and poetry. He explains, “And wonder is pleasant; a sign
of this is the way everybody tells news by adding things to it, so as to give delight” (60). Burke
also agrees that curiosity produces pleasure because it engages the passions, but it is a simple
emotion, so any satisfaction derived from it is temporary. Restlessness and anxiety, he says, are
what remain after curiosity subsides (29). Russolo recognized this, but his radical performance
and subsequent brawl in Milan was too sublime an experience for the audience, so most could
not derive any pleasure from it. However, it did not dispense with the novelty of aesthetic noise,
and dissonance continues to permeate the auditory landscape of art and music.
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ANNEA LOCKWOOD: TIGER BALM
Roars, howls, and shrieks disturb and distress. They signal danger lurking out of sight.
Burke describes the sensation as such, “The angry tones of wild beasts are equally capable of
causing a great and aweful [sic] sensation” (77). This makes sense because large predators —
like tigers — possess large vocal mechanisms. Large vocal cords are capable of producing both
low and intense emanations. Horowitz explains the typical response to loud, low-frequency
noises in this passage:
So a sudden, loud low-frequency sound is not merely triggering basic auditory
connections but taking input from your whole body and telling you to run. Interactions
with memory and attention regions come later (and more slowly) but guarantee that you
will remember that the sound was associated with danger, and help you respond even
faster next time you hear it, thanks to Hebbian plasticity, the brain’s ability to rewire
itself to speed up responses to previously encountered events. The scary sound has
become a survival tool — next time you hear that roaring sound under the same
circumstances, you’ll probably start running faster and not waste time yelling, “What the
hell was that?” (116)
Noises such as the growl of a tiger trigger primitive emotional centers of the brain, causing our
survival instincts to activate. This instinctual behavior involves the brain stem, which is also
responsible for functions of the autonomic nervous system. These functions include heart rate,
blood pressure, breathing, etcetera, all of which operate at a subconscious level and work to keep
us alive. The amygdala propels us to fight, flee, or freeze while the hippocampus commits the
events to memory so that the response to a trigger becomes faster. Even if the threat is not real, it
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puts us in a state called “amygdala hijack.” Nancy Moyer of Healthline explains the
phenomenon:
It happens when a situation causes your amygdala to hijack control of your response to
stress. The amygdala disables the frontal lobes and activates the fight-or-flight response.
Without the frontal lobes, you can’t think clearly, make rational decisions, or control your
responses. Control has been “hijacked” by the amygdala. (Moyer)
The growl of a tiger is sublime because it produces terror, which causes the brain’s reasoning
system to go offline. The person who experiences this sublime event may lose their true sense of
self in the terror of the auditory incident.

Image 16: Annea Lockwood: Tiger Balm/Amazonia Dreaming/Immersion, Black Truffle

However, artist and composer Annea Lockwood uses the growls, snarls, and roar of a
tiger and mixes it with the noise produced by an orgasming woman in her 1970 tape piece Tiger
Balm. Perhaps this combination suggests something quite sinister.
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The New Zealand born Lockwood has been heavily influenced by the sounds of the wild,
which she relates in her interview for National Sawdust with Philip Freeman:
I was lucky: I grew up in New Zealand at a time when some of our big rivers were still
wild, and I grew up looking to them and wading them and watching them change course
and learning how powerful they are. I grew up with a mountain-climbing father, which
was wonderful; I got dragged up various small mountains as a kid. I grew up paying
attention to those sorts of sounds and the power they implied, the power of natural
phenomena. And that was also a huge influence. (Lockwood)
Given this, it is not surprising to hear nature sounds in Lockwood’s work. The experience of wild
noises continues to be part of her life and work. The noise of a powerful tiger growl is sufficient
to trigger fear and terror, so Lockwood’s usage of it in Tiger Balm is sublime.
Originally conceived as a theater performance piece, it was later released as an album
recording in 1970. The recording was then re-released in 2017 with two other compositions by
Lockwood (Padua). In Tiger Balm, Lockwood presents an astonishing juxtaposition of sounds,
including a cat purring, a heartbeat, a decelerated jaw harp, tuned gongs, an airplane, quasars,
and the aforementioned orgasming woman and growling tiger. This combination suggests our
animalistic nature. Animals function primarily from the limbic system and not reason, so
equating humans to animals is truly disturbing to many. Yoval Noah Harari, author of Sapiens: A
Brief History of Humankind, notes this resistance in the following passage, “When Charles
Darwin indicated that Homo sapiens was just another kind of animal, people were outraged.
Even today many refuse to believe it” (18). Harari further suggests that early humans were no
more significant on this planet than jellyfish (4). This also might be difficult to grasp since
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humanity has been quite cruel to domesticated animals (ASPCA). That cruelty also extends to
women, who like domestic animals, were considered to be property, not all that long ago.
Lockwood’s usage of the tiger along with the orgasming women is also sublime because
it underlines our animalistic natures, which presents some information that some of humanity
rather not acknowledge.
Once, women were not treated much better than animals, and their attempts to rise above
this status were considered threatening to the patriarchal power structures in place. These women
were deemed “wild,” as Clarissa Pinkola Estés chronicles in her book Women Who Run with the
Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype. She states:
Yet both [women and wolves] have been hounded, harassed, and falsely imputed to be
devouring and devious, overly aggressive, of less value than those who are their
detractors. They have been the targets of those who would clean up the wilds as well as
the wildish environs of the psyche, extincting the instinctual, and leaving no trace of it
behind. The predation of wolves and women by those who misunderstand them is
strikingly similar. (2)
In a manner of speaking, well-behaved women could be likened to domesticated animals, and
this is also a problematic premise. With the presence of the cries of animals and the treatment of
women as animals, Lockwood’s Tiger Balm, with the presence of the tiger growl and orgasming
women conjures up feelings associated with Burke’s sublime.

STEPHEN O’MALLEY: DRONE ACTIVITY 2018
Power is also indicative of the sublime according to Burke because of its capability to
produce pain (59). This pain might be inflicted by some type of external force or an authority,

108
but it could also be inflicted by sound intensity. Referred to as sound pressure, noise and sound
intensity are expressed as dB SPL.19 dB is an abbreviation for decibels, which is a measurement
of sound level.

Image 17: OSHA Typical Sound Levels Chart, OSHA.gov
High-intensity noises can produce physical pain. To further explain, the smallest intensity
that can be perceived by human hearing is 0 dB SPL. At this point, the sound is barely audible.
The other extreme is 140 dB SPL, which causes both pain and almost immediate damage to the
hearing mechanism. Most sounds lie in between these two intensities. For example, a whisper
typically produces an intensity of 40 dB SPL while a jet plane at takeoff produces 130 dB SPL.
For safety reasons, OSHA recommends no more than eight hours of exposure at 90 dB SPL, the
typical noise level of a boiler room, and no more than two hours at 100dB SPL, the typical level
at a construction site (OSHA). One risks permanent hearing damage if these standards are not
followed. Yet, in search of the sublime, I subjected myself and my companion20 to a consistent
intensity of 112 dB SPL21 for several hours at Drone Activity as part of the 2018 Chicago Red
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Bull Music Festival. My goal was to experience the drone of guitarist Stephen O’Malley, a
member of the band Sunn O))), as well as the performances of other noise artists. 22

Image 18: Stephen O’Malley during Drone Activity, photo by Mary Mazurek

Held at Saffron Rails, a forty thousand square foot warehouse/event space located on
Chicago’s Goose Island, the event took place on November 9, 2018. It was publicized as a
“three-stage night featuring the most progressive artists working in noise, drone and
experimental music” (Red Bull). It marked itself as a concert for those who want to “feel the
music rattle every molecule…” advising that “attendees should brace themselves for a mindaltering assault of the senses (ibid). Drone Activity Chicago featured several cutting-edge noise
artists, including Stephen O’Malley, guitarist and a founding member of the band Sunn O))). I
recount my first-hand experience of his performance below.
Emerging stage left out of a yellow haze, O’Malley positioned himself in between two of
the four guitar head stacks. Connected to them was Ghost: O’Malley’s clear, acrylic EGS DS
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1016 guitar (Idealogic). We crowded toward the stage, feeling the heat and the anticipation from
those around us. The silence was finally broken with an A chord shrouded in distortion and
reverberation. Each chord was sustained for what felt like an eternity.
Unlike the slamming percussion and the driving guitars of typical metal music,
O’Malley’s guitar technique produced long, sustained tones and exceedingly slow progressions.
O’Malley as well as Sunn O))) are considered to be the originators of the metal sub-genre known
as drone. Also known as doom metal, Louise Pattison defines the style as:
…the rock genre that doesn’t so much rock as crush, inexorably, until all light is
extinguished. It takes the downer vibe of heavy metal and both distills and subtracts,
removing choruses, solos, often even vocals, plunging the music into an inhuman realm
of dark abstraction. (boilerroom)
Though it deviates from the typical metal music in execution, it is like its parent-genre in that it
is extremely loud. Burke indicates that when the ear is subjected to extreme volumes, the
passions are stimulated. He states, “Excessive loudness alone is sufficient to overpower the soul,
to suspend its action, and to fill it with terror” (75). In other words, loud noise produces an
overwhelming sensation that annihilates the self, putting us in contact, at least momentarily, with
the sublime. Media theorist Norberto Gomez’s assessment of the performance by Stephen
O’Malley and Sunn O))) supports this theory:
Richmond, VA -A few years ago I became enlightened, and not in any calming, quiet
sense of our modern, rational understanding of “meditative nirvana.” Buddha had it all
wrong or we have Buddha all wrong. The enlightenment I write of is a full, physical
embodiment of sound and experience…It is in these false days that SUNN O))) choose
to play so incredibly slow and loud so as to produce in the listener a state of deep
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listening and a re-grounding of one’s being. They act as facilitators of the rebirth of time
and space, for not only is the sensation of listening emphasized, but it is coupled with the
physicality of music so low and loud that the experience of hearing coincides with
vibrations of one’s body hairs, and tickling eardrums. It can be tiring and invigorating
experience -a like near-death experiences, or especially in this case, rebirth -a total
destruction of virtualization.
Along with this personal physical experience comes an awareness of one’s place
in the rock-space and it is recognized as being one with many others. (Book of Cannibals)
It was Gomez who in 2016 first introduced me to the music of O’Malley and Sunn O))) through
a scholarly paper that he presented at the Southeastern College Art Conference in Roanoke,
Virginia during “Sound and Subjectivity,” a panel in which I served as the chairperson. I agree
with Gomez’s assessment of the Sunn O))) live experience presenting the listener with life and
death. Low-frequency content presented at high volumes excite the primitive portions of the
brain, provoking a survival response. This is not entirely negative as Levitin points out; this
response has helped humans to survive as a species (The World in Six Songs 291). This is due to
the fact that low and loud would generally alert a person to the danger of a sizable animal
approaching (ibid). Avoidance perpetuates the species. Low frequencies presented at high
volumes also produce physical effects on the body. Hermann Helmholtz notes an itching
sensation from the exposure to high volumes (175), but the experience could also produce a
variety of other symptoms such as nausea, anxiety, or even hearing damage.
O’Malley’s performance at Drone Activity, well, droned on for more than twenty
minutes. Yet the combinations of distortion, overtones, reverberation, and other effects, coupled
with the sheer volume, made the experience immersive and captivating. The engulfing noise
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resonated through my body, rattling my jaw, vibrating my boots, and leaving me transfixed.
Unaware of the full passage of time, the final chord decayed into the din of the darkened
warehouse. O’Malley triumphantly raised Ghost above his head and exited the stage. I stood
there in awe for a moment, unable to fully process what I had just experienced.

JOHN CAGE: IMAGINARY LANDSCAPE NO. 4
Static, crackling, buzzing, raspy noises, and unintelligible voices are amplified by
detuned radios or a station signal just out of reach.23 The annoyance that radio noise produces is
enough to cause just about anyone to switch off the tuner and walk away in disgust.
This is because suddenness is startling, and intermittence is annoying. Yet, John Cage uses these
noisy elements in his composition Imaginary Landscape No. 4.

Image 19: John Cage: Imaginary Landscape No. 4, photo by This is Classical Guitar

Interestingly enough, Burke indicates that suddenness has the capability to arouse the
experience of the sublime, which he explains in the following manner, “In every thing sudden
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and unexpected, we are apt to start; that is, we have a perception of danger, and our nature rouses
us to guard against it” (76). This produces a sublime moment because the suddenness introduces
an intense that may indicate danger. On what Burke terms as intermitting, he states, “A low,
tremulous, intermitting sound, though it seems in some respect opposite to that just mentioned is
productive of the sublime” (76). However, intermitting could be equated with the terror present
in the sublime, especially if we equate it to failure.
This makes sense because if we consider the tribal existence of our ancestors, humans
required connection with other humans in order to survive. Failure could easily mean death not
only for the individual but for the entire group. Failure could mean expulsion for the individual
who might be a hindrance to the tribe. Abandonment under these conditions was most likely a
death sentence. In Sapiens, Harari describes such an account where failing health led to the
abandonment of a tribe member. In the hunter-gatherer society of the Arché tribe of Paraguay,
everyone had to work in order for the tribe to survive. When one such member was too sick to do
this, he was left under a tree to die. Anticipating his demise, the vultures perched above him, but
the man recovered. He rejoined the tribe, but now with the new moniker “Vulture Droppings”
(52). This seems excessively cruel and unlikely to happen in modern society, yet we still fear it.
It is carried in our bodily and cellular memories (Maté 230), as the pain and fear that our
ancestors experienced. Burke describes how fear and pain impact the body:
From hence I conclude that pain, and fear, act upon the same parts of the body, and in the
same manner, though somewhat differing in degree. That pain and fear consist in an
unnatural tension of the nerves; that this is sometimes accompanied with an unnatural
strength, which sometimes suddenly changes into an extraordinary weakness; that these
effects often come on alternately, and are sometimes mixed with each other. (119)
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We are taught to avoid failure at all costs as it might result in death, but we continuously carry
this suppressed fear in our bodies to be triggered by the sublimity of startling and intermittent
noise. However, when our prefrontal cortex comes back online, and we realize that there is no
real danger from the sudden and intermittent noise, we just become annoyed. Horowitz explains
that “sounds that are intrusive but not immediately associated with danger assume what is called
‘negative valence’—feelings like annoyance or anger. They are a response to a false alarm: you
got all ramped up because of a sudden sound, but it’s just another familiar irritation” (117). We
become irritated because we have been deceived. In this sublime moment, there was no real
danger, but this was not realized until our reasoning centers came back online. Deception,
irritation, suddenness, and intermittence are not new concepts in art and music, and Cage uses
these elements in his work.
Imaginary Landscape No. 4 employs twelve radios with twenty-four performers. Two
performers are assigned to each radio, one to manipulate the frequency dial and the other to the
volume knob. Due to the randomness of the piece, the listener is never allowed to decipher the
message of the music from any single radio station. The New York Times harshly criticized the
work describing it as “parlor tricks” (Silverman Ch. 4). Perhaps this response is related to the
irritation that one receives when subjected to intermittence. What is very clear is that the
message was lost on this New York Times critic. His annoyance, however, is justified by
Burke’s definition of intermittence because it produces uncertainty, which causes us, “fearful
anxiety.” Therefore, intermittence is sublime (76).
In 2011, Collegium students from the Victoria Conservatory of music performed an
abridged version of the work. I will briefly describe it and its connection with the sublime. The
piece commences as the conductor gives an exaggerated downbeat. Then the static of detuned
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radios emerges (0:00-0:22). Then more noise is added with the manipulation of the volume and
frequency dials from other radios. The reverberation of the hall further amplifies the scraping
and screeching of the performance, which makes the sound resemble, in my opinion, a horror
movie soundtrack (0:45-1:25). Then the piece thins to a near silence, but the listener is not
allowed to recover as the static and unintelligible music and indecipherable voices intensify once
again (1:26-2:12). The noise reaches its climax at 4:44 and then decrescendos to conclude at
5:35. Polite applause ensue after the conductor turns and acknowledges the performers and
signals them to stand (4:44-5:47). I feel as if I have a high tolerance for noise and ambiguity, but
I felt myself cringe as I listened, hoping for a hasty conclusion.
Perhaps suddenness and intermittence also lie in the fragmentation of the self, as
elucidated by Jacques Lacan in the mirror-phase. Occurring between the ages of six and eighteen
months, this phase marks a fundamental stage in the development of the child (620). The premise
is that the child, even though aided by a human or a walker, sees himself as perfect in the mirror.
Or, as Lacan puts it, as an Ideal-I until he comes to understand the truth of his dependence (621).
Lacan explains:
This development is lived as a temporal dialectic which decisively projects the formation
of the individual into history; the mirror-phase is a drama whose internal impulse rushes
from insufficiency to anticipation and which manufactures for the subject, captive to the
lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies from a fragmented body-image
to a form of its totality which we shall call orthopaedic – and to the assumption, finally,
of the armour of an alienating identity, which will stamp with the rigidity of its structure
the whole of the subject’s mental development. Thus, to break out of the structure the
whole of the subject’s mental development. Thus, to break out of the circle of the
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Innewelt into the Umwelt generates the endless quadrature of the inventory of the ego.
(622)
The intermittent noise of Cage’s piece throws us off-kilter and reminds us of the preverbal of the
mirror phase, where language was not understood, and we were totally dependent on the Other
for our very survival. It reminds us of this state of lack when messages were indecipherable and
obscured in the babbling noise. Jacques Attali alludes to this in Noise: The Political Economy of
Music by stating, “A noise is a resonance that interferes with the audition of a message in the
process of emission” (26). As we are well aware, the radio was invented to deliver messages in
the form of voice communication and music. Attali adds, “Listening to music is to receive a
message” (37). However, Cage uses suddenness and intermittence to interrupt the message and
thus makes his composition Imaginary Landscapes No. 4 sublime.

BEAUTY
Noise is clearly sublime, but can it ever be beautiful? This seems unlikely, but our
investigation would be incomplete without an examination. To reiterate, according to Burke,
beauty induces the passion of love (39). From this, we might conclude that a beautiful art object
approaches perfection, but we would be hasty to assume this. In fact, Burke specifically points
out that perfection is not an attribute that incites love, nor is proportion or fitness (99). Noise
seems to be the antithesis of perfection, but since this is not a prerequisite of beauty, there might
be a way to examine noise through the lens of beauty. However, before we proceed, let us first
examine Burke’s definition of love as it pertains to beauty. He states, “I likewise distinguish
love, by which I mean that satisfaction which arises to the mind upon contemplating any thing
beautiful…” (83). The satisfaction to which Burke speaks seems to suggest attraction or
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attachment. It turns out that the passion of love does indeed involve these attributes, which can
be explained by neurochemistry and brain processing.
An emotion like love involves both the amygdala, the part of the old reptilian brain, and
the neocortex, the new brain. In the experience of love, the amygdala governs emotion, and the
neocortex processes judgment (Kurzweil 108). The more recently discovered spindle cells,
located throughout the brain, are important in this process, too. As Kurzweil indicates, “It is
important to point out that these cells are not doing rational problem solving, which is why we
don’t have rational control over our responses to music or over falling in love. The rest of the
brain is heavily engaged, however, in trying to make sense of our mysterious high-level
emotions” (110). So, it turns out that reason does not make us fall in love either; our feelings or
passions do.
Neurotransmitters such as dopamine, norepinephrine, serotonin, oxytocin, and
vasopressin are also involved in the feeling of love (bbc.co.uk). In the attraction stage, dopamine,
which is responsible for the feeling of well-being, is released. Norepinephrine raises the heart
rate and produces a rush of adrenaline. Finally, serotonin decreases, which causes us to focus
intensely on the object of our desires (ibid). To this, Kurzweil adds:
These chemicals, along with phenylethylamine, produce elation, high energy levels,
focused attention, loss of appetite, and a general craving for the object of one’s desire.
Interestingly, recent research at University College in London also shows that serotonin
levels go down, similar to what happens in obsessive-compulsive disorder, which is
consistent with the obsessive nature of early love. (118)
If love progresses past the attraction stage, it evolves into attachment. The trust chemical
oxytocin is released and begins to bind us to our partner. Building on this, vasopressin, more
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recently discovered from the study of monogamous voles, encourages long-term bonding
(Kurzweil 118). Attraction and attachment are the phases of love that I believe Burke is referring
to when speaking about beauty.

WHAT IS BEAUTY?
Burke attributes several characteristics to beauty such as smoothness, gradual variation,
delicate, small, graceful, and social among them. How is it possible to link these attributes to
noise? Let us examine the possibilities.
Burke postulates that smoothness is a prerequisite of beauty because it is present in
nature. He uses the smooth motion of streams, gently sloping terrain, the softness of a feather or
the silky skin of a woman as examples. An object cannot be rugged, broken, or jagged because it
would fail to please (103). Gradual variation is similarly defined. On this, he states:
But as perfectly beautiful bodies are not composed of angular parts, so their parts never
continue long in the same right line. They vary their direction every moment, and they
change under the eye by a deviation continually carrying on, but for whose beginning or
end you will find it difficult to ascertain a point. (104)
And on the topic of grace, Burke states, “Gracefulness is an idea belonging to posture and
motion” (109). This also seems to be a clear characteristic of the beautiful.
In my estimation, Stephen O’Malley’s performance, though loud, embodies the attributes
of smoothness, gradual variation, and grace. To illustrate, his slow and sustaining progressions
gracefully rang through the cavernous Saffron Rails engaging all in attendance. This
performance was without a doubt smooth, gradual, and graceful, which is conducive to Burke’s
definition of beauty.
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Smallness and delicacy are also attributes of beauty. On this, Burke states that “an
appearance of delicacy, and even of fragility, is almost essential to it” (105). He also adds that
smallness can also denote a beautiful object (141). Our tendency to love small things may be
hardwired in us as we often find babies beautiful, especially if they are our own offspring.
Perhaps this is to keep us from abandoning a screaming child, ensuring that we continue to
nurture it and the family DNA is carried forward.
To address smallness and delicacy, all sound, including noise, could be interpreted as
delicate due to its ephemeral nature. All pieces of music including those constructed of noise will
fade from our perception, making works of noise delicate and thus aligning with Burke’s
definition of the beautiful. Cage’s Imaginary Landscapes No. 4 is also an assemblage of radio
broadcast fragments, which are small, also an attribute of beauty. Love and beauty are also social
qualities as well.
Social connections are essential parts of human life. In fact, in our early existence as
Homo sapiens, our survival depended on social connection. Harari illustrates that fact here:
Raising children required constant help from other family members and neighbours. It
takes a tribe to raise a human. Evolution thus favoured those capable of forming strong
social ties. In addition, since humans are born underdeveloped, they can be educated and
socialised to a far greater extent than any other animal. (10)
Clearly, it takes a village — or tribe — to raise a child, but how does Burke tie social connection
to the beautiful? It is clarified in this statement:
I call beauty a social quality; for where women and men, and not only they, but when
other animals give us a sense of joy and pleasure in beholding them, (and there are many
that do so) they inspire us with sentiments of tenderness and affection towards their
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persons; we like to have them near us, and we enter willingly into a kind of relation with
them, unless we should have strong reasons to the contrary. (39)
Beauty binds us together because connection with others gives us pleasure. The social also exists
in art as we connect and resonate with certain works. This is true not only for the visual arts but
for sonic ones as well, as Levitin notes:
In Western culture in particular, the choice of music has important social consequences.
We listen to the music that our friends listen to. Particularly when we are young, and in
search of our identity, we form bonds or social groups with people whom we want to be
like, or whom we believe we have something in common with. As a way of externalizing
the bond, we dress alike, share activities, and listen to the same music. Our group listens
to this kind of music, those people listen to that kind of music. This ties into the
evolutionary idea of music as a vehicle for social bonding and societal cohesion. Music
and musical preferences become a mark of personal and group identity and of distinction.
(This Is Your Brain on Music 550-551)
Music and art bind us together. Even aesthetic noise is capable of this. For example, even though
Russolo disrupted the musical establishment, it should be noted that he was highly spiritual, and
his intentions sought to recreate reality through his spiritual, artistic creations (Chessa 16). To
Russolo, his art was in service to humanity, aiding those who listened to vibrate at higher
spiritual planes. Regarding Stephen O’Malley’s, performance, I can say that the experience,
though loud, felt quite meditative, connecting me with my fellow listeners. Noise, in this case,
provided unity and connection with others through a sea of vibration. This is not surprising
because Buddhist meditation was the inspiration for their 2015 release, Kannon (TheFader). Also
inspired by Buddhist meditation was John Cage, which fostered his profound respect for
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humanity. Imaginary Landscapes, No. 4 encompasses community because it takes twenty-four
performers to manipulate twelve radios in concert. Perhaps this piece was also an expression of
love dedicated to his father, who invented a crystal radio set (Silverman Ch. 1). Lockwood,
through her usage of human, animal, musical, and cosmic sounds, reminds us of our connection
and unity with nature and the universe. It seems that noise embodies the qualities of both the
sublime and the beautiful when it is used aesthetically.

CONCLUSION
To label something as noise generally involves a judgment, and that judgment is very
often negative. But there is a twist as Horowitz explains:
At a physiological level, as mentioned earlier, loud is bad. Your ears and your brain
respond to excessive volume, whether startling or chronic, by trying to get control over
the signal or, failing that, trying to get control over your own behavior. If you aren’t
making the loud noise, you try to figure out where it’s coming from and move away, plug
your ears with your fingers, or just bang on the ceiling with your broom to get your
neighbor to shut the hell up. So why do we sometimes immerse ourselves in loudness?
For the same reason that some people BASE jump or ski or drive too fast — because
activating the fight-or-flight system gives you a rush, a temporary surge of excitatory
neurotransmitters such as epinephrine and dopamine which light up the arousal parts of
your brain like a neon-bedecked Christmas tree at a rave. (192-193)
The neurochemistry involved in when facing danger is also present in love. That explains how
one can love the overwhelming sonic power of O’Malley’s guitar for example.

122
Burke compartmentalizes the sublime and the beautiful into two separate categories
implying that they are incompatible. Burke’s biographer further indicates that Burke did not
believe that the sublime was useful in society itself but was more productive when experienced
in art (90), which is problematic if we consider his earlier statement on the connection between
life and art. However, if we consider the empirical data gathered from the examination of the
above works through the filter of Burke’s sublime and beautiful, the conclusion is both
surprising and simple. Noise is both sublime and beautiful when it is used aesthetically. Perhaps
this coincides with Aristotle’s premise that tragedy and suffering can stimulate love for humanity
(48).
To close, this inquiry into aesthetic noise, beauty and sublimity exist simultaneously
when noise is incorporated into art and music. This uncovers additional information on noise that
might not have been realized if we relied solely on habitual negative reactions to it. But noise is
extremely complex, and scholarly work on this subject has only just begun. The study of
aesthetic noise deserves further thoughtful and thorough research. The next filtering that is
applied resides within the philosophy of Martin Heidegger.
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CHAPTER 4
Noise Through the Filter of Alētheia and the Four Causes
Thus, the real and fundamental difference between sound and noise can be reduced to this alone.
Noise is generally much richer in harmonics than sound. And the harmonics of noise are usually
more intense that accompany sound.
Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noises (39).

Sunlight illuminated the pages as the little girl slid her finger down the paragraphs
attempting to determine which one would be hers. The situation became more urgent as she saw
each student return to their seats. She hurriedly read and reread it by running her finger under
the words. She thought that she was ready, but the words that she had prepared became
irrelevant because the teacher had her seatmate read an extra paragraph as well.
With pounding heart and ringing ears, the little girl approached the teacher’s desk.
Grasping the book, she turned to face the class. She shook as the words began to dance across
the page. She opened her mouth, but her throat tightened and could only emit stutters and
stammers. The classroom erupted in laughter, and the teacher yelled, “It doesn’t say that! You
are so stupid! Go sit down!” The little girl waded through the sea of noise and sank back into
her seat.

How do we know that which is true? Plato defines truth as origin and correctness (309),
but could it be considered differently? Heidegger says that “the artist is the origin of the work.
The work is the origin of the artist. Neither is without the other” (The Origin of the Work of Art
143). This suggests that truth is more relational than absolute. Attunement is another idea that
Heidegger explores, which might reveal truth. He states, “The first essential ontological
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characteristic of attunement is: attunement discloses Dasein in its thrownness and, initially and
for the most part, in the mode of an evasive turning away” (Being and Time 133). This statement
seems contradictory. How could attunement simultaneously disclose and yet turn away, and how
does this relate to truth? If we recall Burke’s passions and the power that they exert on our
interpretations of the sublime and the beautiful, we remind ourselves that emotions have the
ability to influence. They provide a filter through which we perceive our reality. For example, if
we interpret a situation as frightening, it is difficult, if not impossible, to perceive joy or
happiness. This is what I believe Heidegger means by attunement in that when truth is disclosed,
other aspects are turned away. Our understanding is based on how we attune to our
circumstances. If truth can be obfuscated by mood, then truth possibly is less about correctness
and more about relationships.
However, would truth be solely based on the individual interpretation, or must it have a
universal premise? Heidegger’s definition of accord points to universal agreement. If everyone
agrees on something, then we consider it true, so if we return the vignette that opened this
chapter, then we can conclude that the little girl is indeed stupid. The teacher declared it, and the
students confirmed it with their noisy laughter, and perhaps the little girl, at that moment,
believed it. However, does that make the situation correct? If we delve into Heidegger’s premise
of accordance, we also find that it is tied to being-in-the-world, falling prey, the they-self, idletalk, and inauthenticity (Being and Time 185). Being lost in everyday noise seems to point
toward inauthenticity, but could it also somehow reveal truth? I believe that the answer resides in
how we listen to it. If we examine truth in this manner, it has more to do with alētheia than with
correctness. Heidegger defines this Greek word as such:
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If we translate alētheia as ‘unconcealment’ rather than ‘truth’ this translation is not
merely more literal; it contains the directive to rethink the ordinary concept of truth in the
sense of the correctness of statements and to think it back to that still uncomprehended
disclosedness and disclosure of beings. To engage oneself with the disclosedness of
beings is not to lose oneself in them; rather, such engagement withdraws in the face of
beings in order that they might reveal themselves with respect to what and how they are,
and in order that presentative correspondence might take its standard from them. As this
letting-be it exposes itself to beings as such and transposes all comportment into the open
region. (“On the Essence of Truth” 125)
Perhaps aesthetic noise could aid us to perceive truth in an alētheaic manner, but we must apply
another form of listening. We must listen philosophically, or in other words, we must listen
through a philosophical filter. The next step is to filter aesthetic noise through Heidegger’s
concept of alētheia to reveal whether there is any relational information in it or not.
Listening to noise philosophically requires multiple senses, but most important is hearing.
How do we determine what something is if we cannot see it? Perhaps if we subject aesthetic
noise to Heidegger’s elucidation of the four causes, we can determine what it is and then find out
if there is alētheiac truth to be revealed. Though, we much first address noise’s negatively
enframed qualities.

ENFRAMEMENT AND NOISE

However, before we delve into this topic, let us reexamine the properties of noise. As we
have seen in previous chapters, the descriptors “loud,” “random,” “chaotic,” and “unwanted”
have been attributed to noise. To rely solely on these definitions is to become enframed by them.
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This might be a trap because, as Heidegger notes, enframement could block the creativity of
poiēsis. (“The Question Concerning Technology” 335). At this juncture, noise seems to be
enframed in negativity, but let us examine noise further.
Noise, which could result from technical processes, tends to overwhelm the senses, as we
learned in our discussion involving Burke from the previous chapter. On the spectrum of the
noise experience, it can annoy and inhibit the receipt of a message. On a more profound level,
the experience of noise could be damaging, disorienting, and capable of influencing behavior
because it provokes fear. This fear can trigger a fight, flight, or freeze response. With this
influence over us, Heidegger’s term enframement or gestell seems quite applicable. So, unless
we are willing to experience noise differently, the negative aspects of noise threaten to enframe
us much like technology threatens to relegate humans to standing-reserve. Heidegger defines
standing reserve in the following statement, “Everywhere everything is ordered to stand by, to be
immediately on hand, indeed, to stand there just so that it may be on call for a further ordering.
Whatever is ordered about in this way has its own standing. We call it standing-reserve” (“The
Question Concerning Technology” 322). In a sense, since we are conditioned to have a stress
response to noise, we may brace ourselves or stand and wait for the negative results of noise. As
noise poses this potential threat, we can be negatively enframed by it because it influences our
behavior.
Loud and sudden noise can overwhelm and enframe the subject by arresting their senses.
Another type of enframement can also be witnessed through the commodification of recordings,
which can relegate a person to standing-reserve. Jacques Attali notes that the beginning of this
started at the dawn of phonography (4). Music, which originally served to accompany ritual
(ibid), becomes enframed as a commodity. Here, he states:
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Music has become a commodity, a means of producing money. It is sold and consumed.
It is analyzed: What market does it have? How much profit does it generate? The music
industry, with all of its derivatives (publishing, entertainment, records, musical
instruments, record players, etc.), is a major element in and precursor of economy of
leisure and the economy of signs. (37)
The buying, selling, and stockpiling of records, and then compact discs have influenced the
buyer making commodified music, in some respects, as negatively enframing as noise.
Commodification can adversely enframe music by taking it from the realm of ritual, by removing
control from the creator. The consumer then becomes adversely enframed by the system as there
is a perceived need to own the object of music. Let us explore this cycle further.
Heidegger indicates a risk of becoming subservient to technology (“The Question
Concerning Technology” 332). To return the potentially negative enframing qualities of
commodified music, we only need to picture adamant collectors doting over their collections.
They know every recording under their protection. They own multiple releases of the same
performance. At this point, a hobby can easily become an obsession. When this transpires,
collectors become in service of their collections, placing them in standing-reserve. They become
caretakers of their collections, possibly falling into a vicious cycle of music consumption,
stockpiling, commodification, and desiring more. Though the collection might outlive the
caretaker, the media will eventually fail, rendering it worthless. “Finally, the object is produced,
sold, consumed, destroyed, worn out” (Attali 37). In this process, we witness the earth’s
resources being used as consumables in service of a collection of music in a similar manner as
Heidegger portrays in the relegation of the Rhine to a mere a power source in the presence of the
power station (“The Question Concerning Technology 321). The medium in which music is
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stored is petroleum-based and thus treats the earth as standing-reserve to provide the necessary
materials. Even streaming services require the earth’s resources to power, store, and deliver the
commodity of music. The environmental impact of these objects and processes are often not
considered. This makes commodified music noisy and thus negatively enframed.
However, Heidegger offers additional information on the subject of enframement. He
states, “Enframing is a way of revealing that is a destining, namely the way that challenges forth”
(ibid). Gestell, another term which he uses for enframing, is literally translated as a frame or an
apparatus, and Heidegger expresses that it is needed to “gather together” elements that reveal the
essence of a thing (The Question Concerning Technology 325). In a sense, a framework or
gestell allows us to gather information about an entity so that its essence can be determined.
More simply, enframement allows us to establish what the entity is. What is aesthetic noise, and
might gestell provide us with more insight into its essence? On essence, Heidegger says,
“According to ancient doctrine, the essence of a thing is considered to be what the thing is”
(“The Question Concerning Technology” 312). For this framework, I will filter noise through the
four causes as elucidated by Heidegger to reveal the essence of aesthetic noise. After assessing
what it is, I will then attempt to determine any alētheiac truth that might reside within noise.

THE FOUR CAUSES
Perhaps the four causes will be a useful filter to determine the essence of aesthetic noise.
This may help us to determine, what it is, and what it might reveal when used as an art material.
Could noise even be an art material? This is one of the aspects of the essence of noise to be
determined through this filtering. To begin, Heidegger outlines the causes in “The Question
Concerning Technology.” They are the causa materialis — the material, the causa formalis —
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the form, the causa finalis — the end result, and the causa efficiens — the thing or artist who
brings the work into appearance (313-314). Noise leaves us with a bit of a conundrum. Noise is
not solid, so its materiality is called into question. Noise is unstable and ephemeral, so could it
hold a form? Noise is generally interpreted as negative, and something to be avoided, but is this
the only result from the experience of noise? Noise is invisible, so what does “bringing it into
appearance” mean? Furthermore, if noise is so enframed in negativity, what would be the value
of bringing it forward into appearance? Ostensibly, the four causes do not seem to apply.
However, we would be remiss if we did not continue the investigation. Heidegger only speaks of
the causes in terms of visual art, though if we think of the four causes as an apparatus for
revealing (ibid), some aspect of what aesthetic noise is and what value it possesses might be
grasped. With this investigation, I hope to gain an understanding of the essence of aesthetic
noise.
To return to Heidegger’s explanation of the four causes, he uses the example of a silver
chalice to illustrate each aspect. Since Heidegger studied in seminary with the expectation of
joining the priesthood (Watts Ch. 1), I do not believe that the chalice is an arbitrary choice. This
will entail some further explication regarding the significance of the chalice. However, to begin,
simply put, the material is silver (“The Question Concerning Technology” 313). The form it
takes is a chalice (ibid). Its end or purpose is to be used in a sacrificial rite, and finally, the
silversmith is co-responsible for bringing the object into being (“The Question Concerning
Technology” 314). Again, we find ourselves with a similar dilemma. Noise can be created, so
causa efficiens seems to apply, but could it have a purpose like the chalice does? Noise also lacks
formal qualities, which becomes quite evident when we consider the silver chalice. Noise seems
nothing like silver. Noise is not visible and not solid like silver. These issues regarding noise and
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their relationship to the four causes will be examined in the following passages using works by
Alyce Santoro, John Cage, Allan Kaprow, Alison Knowles, and Steve Reich.

CAUSA MATERIALIS
According to Heidegger, the causa materialis is the matter or material used in the making
of an object (“The Question Concerning Technology” 313). Silver is the causa materialis or
material used to construct the silver chalice. One of the qualities that silver possesses is that it is
solid, which could be heated at high temperatures and liquified to then be cast into a mold and
resolidified into an object like a chalice. Silver has been deemed to be a precious metal, so it has
value. In other words, a chalice made from silver would likely be considered more valuable than
one constructed from wood. Silver is clearly a valuable material. This is not immediately evident
in noise. The question that I pose here considering the four causes as elucidated by Heidegger is
could invisible and unstable noise be an art material of value?
We might look to the field of acoustics to aid in our understanding of the materiality of
noise. Acoustics is based in physics, which is the study of sound that examines the material
elements of things. In this book Musical Acoustics, Donald Hall defines the term as “…the
science of sound, and traditionally the term has meant especially the study of the physical nature
of sound. Acoustics is one of the main divisions of classical physics, along with motion
(mechanics), heat (thermodynamics), light (optics), electricity, and magnetism” (1). Hermann
Helmholtz describes sound as the physics of “pure sensation.” He continues:
This theory of the sensations of hearing belongs to natural science, and comes in the first
place under physiological acoustics. Hitherto it is the physical part of the theory of sound
that has been almost exclusively treated at length, that is, the investigations refer
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exclusively to the motions produced by solid, liquid, or gaseous bodies when they
occasion the sounds which the ear appreciates. This physical acoustics is essentially
nothing but a section of theory of the motion of elastic bodies. (3)
In other words, physics is the study of how matter behaves, and since acoustics is a branch of
physics, noise is considered to be matter or material. Noise fits the criteria of acoustics, but does
it fit Heidegger’s causal criteria? In an attempt to clarify the materiality of noise when used
aesthetically, I will use the example of Alyce Santoro’s work Tell-Tail Sails (After Sandy), which
is constructed from cassette tapes. The work can be seen as well as heard. I feel that this piece is
a good entry into causa formalis because the work is visual as well as auditory.

ALYCE SANTORO: TELL-TAIL SAILS (AFTER SANDY)
As indicated above, I will begin the discussion of causa materialis with Alyce Santoro’s
Tell-Tail Sails (After Sandy) because noise embodies a physical form. For this work, Santoro
constructed the twenty-one-foot sailboat sails out of her signature SONIC FABRIC. I
encountered this materialized noise at the Gasser-Grunert gallery in New York City in 2013. The
cassette tape utilized in the fabric of Tell-Tail Sails (After Sandy) contains a recorded sound
collage entitled Between Stations, which contains subterranean recordings from the noisy New
York Subway System. An intriguing aspect of the work is that Santoro uses a low-value,
obsolete medium, but she repurposes it. Santoro seems to appreciate the qualities of cassette
tape. Let us explore some of the properties of this medium.
Recording tape, from which cassette tape is derived, first became available in 1928; the
cassette would emerge in the 1960s. Recording tape was originally constructed with a paper
base, but it was quite fragile. Later, the industry transitioned to a more flexible polyester base
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that is currently used. Tiny metal oxide particles (Fe203) — or rust — is adhered to the base with
an adhesive. These particles are capable of holding a magnetic charge and do so when presented
with alternating electrical current. During playback, the tape is pulled across a magnetic
playback head. The stored magnetic charge is transduced back into acoustic energy that, when
amplified, allows the listener to hear the contents.
The magnetic energy in the form of the collage Between Stations stored within the
cassette tape of Tell Tail Sails becomes a physical, tactile, and visual material through the
process of transduction and magnetization. This occurs when sound or noise is passed through a
microphone and then a magnetic tape head. Transduction takes place. The microphone
transduces acoustic energy into electricity, and then the tape head takes the electricity and
magnetizes the ferric oxide particles on the tape to represent the acoustic waveform. Therefore,
recording tape is referred to as a magnetizable medium. “Magnetization means an aligning of
individual atoms so that the oxide grains in each little segment of coating become a set of tiny
permanent magnets oriented in a common direction” (Hall 365). This magnetization stores the
acoustic soundwave.
Recording tape not only became a storage medium but an artistic one as well. As an
example, John Cage viewed the tape recorder not only as a means to capture a composition, as
outlined in a previous chapter but also as a new compositional medium in and of itself. On this,
Cage’s biographer Kenneth Silverman states that for Cage, “the compact portable device and the
cheap, easily spliced tape opened up new musical experience” (Ch. 4). This passage describes
reel-to-reel tape,24 which is a professional recording medium. On the other hand, the cassette was
an even more accessible and cost-effective medium, which was geared toward consumers.
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The first consumer cassette tape appeared on the market in 1963; cassette tape provided a
smaller, lower-cost version of reel-to-reel tape (Burr). It, like reel-to-reel tape consists of ferric
oxide particles bonded to a thin plastic ribbon, but unlike reel-to-reel tape, it is housed in a small
plastic case, which could be played back on a consumer-grade machine. The cassette’s longer
record time also appealed to the consumer market. Professional reel-to-reel tape provides only
15-30 minutes of recording time per reel, depending on the tape speed.25 A cassette, on the other
hand, contains approximately 433 feet of tape, which provides up to ninety minutes of recording
time (Brian). However, the fidelity is much lower than reel-to-reel tape, and it degrades much
more quickly than professional reel-to-reel recording tape resulting in issues like print through26,
crosstalk, and self-erasure27. So, cassette tapes fail more quickly, and when they do, they are
typically discarded and end up in landfills. However, artists like Santoro reuse this material
creatively, as described below:
SONIC FABRIC is an ongoing work of sound/conceptual art by Alyce Santoro. Editions
are woven from audiocassette tape that has been recorded with layered collages of
collected, created, and found samples of sound and music. While the fabric can be
"activated" by drawing a tape head over its surface (it emits a garbled, underwaterlike
sound), the data contained within it is not necessarily intended to be heard. Rather,
SONIC FABRIC primarily functions as a catalyst for the imagined sound of interwoven
experiences, memories, landscapes, atmospheres...a vast array of auditory moments from
the history of life on Planet Earth, combined into a single exquisite cacophony.
(alycesantoro.com)
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Image 20: Santoro, Tell-Tail Sail (After Sandy), alycesantoro.com

Santoro’s term “exquisite cacophony” exemplifies Cage’s statement claiming that a bulk of what
we hear is noise. We can choose to be annoyed by it or fascinated by it (Silence 3). Santoro is
clearly choosing fascination in capturing the noise of the New York Metro System in the twentyone-foot sails, which can be experienced visually, tactilely, as well as sonically. Auditory
transduction of noise can be confirmed with the use of a modified SONY Walkman 28. The tape
playback head is wired outside of the unit’s housing and can be rubbed across the fabric. The
result is the chaotic, disjointed, garbled, noisy essence of the subterranean soundscape of a city
revealed as both physical and auditory material. Santoro’s novel usage of an obsolete medium
demonstrates an aesthetic usage for noise as a material. However, the noise, in this case, bears
little if any resemblance to Heidegger’s example of the silver chalice. It raises several questions.
How is invisible and ephemeral noise like the material of solid silver? Is noise the material in
Santoro’s work, or is it the recording tape? Using Heidegger’s assessment of causa materialis,
could noise be considered a valid art material? Let us return to the example of the chalice.
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On the subject of causa materialis, Heidegger offers the following statement on the
material of the chalice, “Silver is that out of which the silver chalice is made. As this matter
(hyle), it is co-responsible for the chalice. The chalice is indebted to, i.e., owes thanks to, the
silver for that of which it consists” (“The Question Concerning Technology” 315). Silver is a
precious metal, so it has an implied value. Noise does not seem valuable. To return to value and
the chalice, the Catholic Church outlines in the General Instruction of the Roman Missal that the
chalice is made of a material, which holds it in special honor (McNamara). Since the chalice is
so revered, a precious metal such as silver seems to be an appropriate material for a chalice as it
is said to hold the actual blood of Christ after the transubstantiation rite. The missal adds that any
liturgical vessel must be solid, durable, and enduring (ibid). Though possibly valuable, crystal
would not be suitable because it is fragile. Plastic is solid and is generally more durable than
glass, but it is not valuable. How does this pertain to aesthetic noise in art?
On the subject of value and preciousness of materials in art, Tekippe and Sachant offer
this explanation, “For example, if a painter applied gold leaf, 22K gold pounded into extremely
thin sheets, to a painting’s surface, the monetary and cultural value of the work increases” (Ch.
3). Noise does not seem to be valuable because it is abundant, and many people attempt to avoid
it. The cassette tape that holds the noise in Santoro’s piece does not seem to be valuable either as
it is obsolete and disposable. Noise is not solid nor durable like silver. It is invisible and
ephemeral. The cassette tape is prone to failure, which is not an option in the Catholic missal for
the material requirements for a chalice (McNamara). There are many negative aspects attributed
to noise. Noise stills appears to be negatively enframed.
To continue, material such as cassette tapes can be viewed merely as a resource to be
used and discarded as we see fit. This obsolete technology will likely be relegated to a landfill
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when it fails, the means to play it are no longer available, or when collectors update their
collections to other media forms. Obsolete technological media is enframing because it creates
waste, which has consequences for the environment. Enframement can also block creativity. On
this, Heidegger states, “Enframing blocks the shining-forth and holding sway of truth. The
destining that sends into ordering is consequently the extreme danger. What is dangerous is not
technology. Technology is not demonic; but its essence is mysterious (“The Question
Concerning Technology” 333). He further states, “The rule of enframing threatens man with the
possibility that it could be denied to him to enter into a more original revealing and hence to
experience the call of a more primal truth” (ibid). Noise is capable of overwhelming the senses,
which further negatively enframes it by potentially blocking truth and creativity. Enframement is
dangerous because it not only blocks creativity, but it also blocks truth. Physics deems noise to
be a material, but it seems nothing like the silver chalice. However, this raises confusion
regarding the materiality of noise within Heidegger’s framework.
To reiterate, causa materialis is the material of which something is made. In Heidegger’s
example, silver is the material that is used to make the chalice. The study of acoustics, which is a
branch of physics, evaluates the matter material, but does this meet Heidegger’s criterion? Does
it apply to the noise contained on the cassette tapes in Santoro’s Tell-Tail Sails? Is noise really
the material here, or is it the medium of the cassette tape the material, or is it all of the above?
Does recorded noise matter if it cannot be heard? Could noise be a metaphor for an obsolete
medium? It seems that Heidegger does not consider noise in his essay “The Question Concerning
Technology,” so the idea of noise as a material remains unclear from the Heideggerian
perspective. However, if we consider the silver chalice again, it cannot be pure silver. Silver is a
soft metal, so by itself, it could not hold the form of a chalice. Therefore, the silver is combined
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with other metals like copper or zinc to form a metal alloy used to ensure the chalice’s structural
integrity. This unseen metal material is necessary, like the noise in Santoro’s piece. The resulting
work is also considered valuable as it resides in a gallery. Though noise does not initially seem to
fit Heidegger/Aristotle’s criteria of material, a case can be made for noise as an aesthetic material
of value in Alyce Santoro’s Tell-Tail Sails.

CAUSA FORMALIS
Next, it is to be determined if noise fits the criteria of causa formalis. In other words,
could noise possess formal qualities or can reside within a form? I will continue with works by
John Cage, Allan Kaprow, and Alison Knowles. First, what is causa formalis? Simply put, causa
formalis is the form that the work of art takes. If we revisit Heidegger’s example of the chalice,
silver is the material that takes the form of the chalice. He explains how the chalice is indebted to
the material of silver and continues to the formal qualities in the following statement,
But the sacrificial vessel is indebted not only to the silver. As a chalice, that which is
indebted to the silver appears in the aspect of a chalice, and not in that of a brooch or a
ring. Thus the sacred vessel is at the same time indebted to the aspect (eidos) of
chaliceness. Both the silver into which the aspect is admitted as chalice and the aspect in
which the silver appears are in their respective ways co-responsible for the sacrificial
vessel. (“The Question Concerning Technology” 315)
In other words, the chalice’s existence is dependent on the silver. Without this material, the
chalice could not be a chalice. Therefore, the chalice owes its “chaliceness” to the silver material.
However, in this example, the silver takes the form of the chalice, so it is dependent on the
aspect of “chaliceness” provided by the mold that shapes the silver. On the subject of form, the
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General Instruction of the Roman Missal states that though a chalice may follow the artistic
customs of the region, it must not be an ordinary item (McNamara). Ordinary vessels are
considered to be everyday containers (ibid). In the case of the chalice, the form must not be
everyday or ordinary.
Even though noise still remains unclear as a material under Heidegger’s criteria, let us
proceed to find out if aesthetic noise could be formed into art. I will examine this by considering
the noisy genres of Happenings and Event Scores using John Cage’s Theater Piece No. 1, works
by Cage’s student Allan Kaprow, and Events by Fluxus artist Alison Knowles and compare them
to the forms of art, music, and theater.

JOHN CAGE: THEATER PIECE NO. 1 AND HAPPENINGS
Happenings, as you may recall from Chapter 2, originated with John Cage. According to
biographer Kenneth Silverman, Cage came up with the idea while on faculty at Black Mountain
College. This occurred during lunchtime while Cage reflected on Artaud’s premise that all art
has equal importance in theater (Silverman Ch.. 4).. With this in mind, Cage developed a noisy
forty-five-minute chance performance, which resembled theater but was not exactly theater. The
work contained poetry readings and lectures from a ladder, dancers moving amongst the
audience, the sound of scratchy records played along with live piano. Paintings were hung, and a
slide show was projected (Silverman Ch. 4). This raucous spectacle became known as Theater
Piece No.1, which many consider to be the first Happening. It resembled theater, but it diverged
greatly from definition as illustrated in Chapter 23 of Poetics. Here, Aristotle says:
About the art of narrative imitation in meter, it is clear that one ought to organize the
stories just as in tragedies, as dramatic, concerned with one action, whole and complete,
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having (20) a beginning, middle, and end, in order that they might, like one whole living
thing, produce the appropriate sort of pleasure; the putting together of them ought not to
be made like that of histories, in which it is necessary that they make a display not of one
action but of one time, with all the things that happened in that time involving one or
more people, each of the events related to the others in any random way. (57)
Though Theater Piece No. 1 did technically have a beginning, middle, and end, it lacked the
traditional pleasure-producing narrative of tragedy. Instead of scripts, written dialogue, and
action lines, Cage relied on duration, indeterminacy, and change operation that allowed the work
to unfold. The space in which the work took place became important because it served as a
container that presented everyday actions in extraordinary ways. However, the everyday or
common deviates from the Roman Missal’s requirements for a chalice in that it must not be a
common or ordinary vessel because it fails to hold the transubstantiation rite in the highest honor
(McNamara). Theater Piece No. 1, like noise, was disruptive because it failed to honor the
formal qualities of theater. It also shows that noise can penetrate structures. The form is thus
porous. Porousness is also an unacceptable quality in a chalice. The missal continues, “As
regards chalices and other vessels that are intended to serve as receptacles for the Blood of the
Lord, they are to have a bowl of material that does not absorb liquids” (qtd. in McNamara).
Porous forms violate established structures, so the question of whether noise could assume a
form remains unclear using a silver chalice or even theater as direct comparisons.
Though the indeterminant, unstable and less solid than Heidegger’s chalice, Cage’s
Theater Piece No. 1 did assume a form. However, being that it was malleable, porous, and
disruptive, we are left with uncertainty as to whether Cage’s noisy form meets Heidegger’s
criteria of causa formalis. Since some of the details are unknown to us because almost no
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documentation of Cage’s piece exists, I will continue with Allan Kaprow’s version of
Happenings.

ALLAN KAPROW: HAPPENINGS
As a former student, Allan Kaprow drew inspiration from Cage’s teachings. He continued
to mold this noisy art form to solidify Happenings as a multi-faceted performance collage.
Kaprow defines Happenings as such:
Happenings are events that, put simply, happen. Though the best of them have a decided
impact−that is, we feel “here is something important” − they appear to go nowhere and
do not make any particular literary point. In contrast to the arts of the past, they have no
structured beginning, middle, or end. Their form is open-ended and fluid; nothing
obvious is sought and therefore nothing is won, except the certainty of a number of
occurrences to which we are more than normally attentive. They exist for a single
performance, or only for a few, and are gone forever as new ones take their place. (16-17)
Kaprow also drew influence from Jackson Pollock’s action painting as well as everyday life. One
of his early pieces, Communication, transformed an academic meeting into a Happening. This
work was well-received, but Pastorale, another piece involving an outdoor picnic, was not. In
her book Happenings: New York 1958-1963, Mildred Glimcher states that Pastorale’s failure
“taught him that he needed a more neutral, if controlled, space within which to display this new
art form. A gallery space would be the answer, and during the summer of 1959 Kaprow began to
generate ideas that, in October, would become 18 Happenings in 6 Parts” (17). From this
experience of breaking the rules of form, Kaprow learned just how far he could go. In other
words, Kaprow found that even though Happenings expose the porousness of form, they still
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needed a container in order to support the form; a structured space gives the work context. Let us
consider another Happening.
In 18 Happenings in 6 Parts, Kaprow combined elements of painting, music, noise,
projection, speeches, etcetera, which unfolded in six different rooms. It demonstrated a noisy
performative collage or “assemblage” as Kaprow would later describe it.
In Happenings, noise emanates through the spaces not only as a result of the performers’
actions but also from audience participation as well. Instruction cards are distributed, with the
actions being carried out by all present in the space. These instruction cards allude to a script,
which is generally used in theater, but a Happening allows for much more indeterminacy than a
theater script. To continue, Happenings are generally presented within a space like a gallery. A
script is generally presented in a theater. Within the confines of the gallery space, noise assumes
a more definite form, but it seems less formal than theater. Additionally, Happenings could be
considered to be a metaphorically noisy genre because of its intermixing of often disparate
components. Though Happenings do contain formal elements, do they fit Heidegger’s definition
of causa formalis? To return to the example of the chalice, silver is the material that gives the
chalice its form. The chalice seems to be solid and far from ordinary. The chalice emphasizes the
importance of the transubstantiation rite. But if we consider Kaprow’s definition of a Happenings
they produce the feelings that “something important is happening” (16). The transubstantiation
rite has a specific script with specific actions like the presenting of the gifts and the Eucharistic
prayer. Happenings have instructions, but they are less explicit than the Catholic ritual. The
transubstantiation rite encourages audience/congregational participation in the form of responses
and actions like the Great Amen. Happenings also encourage audience participation, but the
participation is more spontaneous than a play, a music performance, or a mass. The
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transubstantiation is repeatable, emphasizing the preciousness of the act. A Happening, in the
words of Kaprow, “simply happens” and is either to be repeated a limited number of times or
never again possibly deemphasizing the preciousness of the act. The transubstantiation rite
utilizes specific implements like the chalice. There are no such requirements in Happenings. We
are reminded of the Roman Missal and its requirements of a chalice being durable, precious, and
unlike an everyday vessel in order to honor the transubstantiation rite and the Blood of Christ
that it will contain (McNamara). This demonstrates that the transubstantiation rite and its
implements are enduring, whereas Happenings are not. However, from the standpoint of physics,
matter is always changing. Both noise and the silver chalice will change over time, but noise
changes more rapidly than silver. Noise is ephemeral and quickly disappears from perception.
But is it really gone29? Noise challenges the enduring solidity of the chalice, reminding us that its
form will eventually degrade. Though would Heidegger consider noise to be on par with the
form of the silver chalice? This requires more investigation.

FLUXUS EVENT SCORES
Let us next consider the Fluxus Event Score, another form to emerge from Cage’s
experimental music class. Hanna Higgins explains:
The most durable innovation to emerge from that classroom was George Bretcht’s event
score, a performance technique that has been used extensively by virtually every Fluxus
artist with varying degrees of success. In the Event, everyday actions are framed as
minimalistic performances or, occasionally, as imaginary and impossible experiments
with everyday situations. (2)
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Events are similar to Happenings in that they are also a noisy genre. Through performance, they
also highlight the common commotion of everyday life. However, unlike Happenings, Events are
typically much shorter and make a direct reference to music through a score. At this juncture, it
might be pertinent to examine how a musical score is defined. I define a score as a written
manuscript using musical notation to guide musicians and conductors in a performance. A
Fluxus Event Score is also a set of instructions, so in this respect, it is like a musical score. To
continue, a musical score is a visual representation using music notation, which has some
similarity to the form of a script but with musical markings as its primary form of
communication. This makes the Event Score dissimilar to a musical score. Musical scores are
generally presented in concert halls, or in the case of the transubstantiation rite a church, music
as well as the chalice compliment the proceedings. Fluxus Scores tend to be realized in spaces
like art galleries. We find some similarities to musical scores used in a concert hall and music
used during a liturgy, but there are many differences.
Like music, a Fluxus Event Score is notated and described as a composition, but unlike
musical notation, Events are generally simple sets of instructions jotted on note cards. Scores,
especially classical music scores and church hymns, tend to be more specific about how the
performance transpires. The score describes a formal element of these types of Fluxus works, but
do they conform to traditional ideas of music and form, or are they merely noise? Music, like
noise, is a common word, so let us examine its definition before continuing.
Musicologist Stanley Sadie states that music must contain the elements of rhythm,
melody, and harmony, which appear to the ear as sympathetic vibrations (14). He further defines
noise as irregular and rejects Cage’s premise of music being merely the organization of sound
citing its insufficiency (ibid). Adorno compares music to language but concludes that it is not
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language because it lacks a concept (113). This seems like a less promising comparison, as
Fluxus Event Scores are based on written language. Events fail to neatly fit into these definitions.
However, Paul Hegerty presents an alternate interpretation, “Fluxus music was also noisy in its
refusal to operate by any accepted codes of music making, but as it occurred in place of, or the
place of, music, it would act noisily on our sense of music and in its boundaries” (28). The
Event Score reveals the porousness of musical form. Therefore, if we accept Cage’s definition of
music as “organized sound” (Silence 83) along with Hegarty’s observations, then Fluxus Event
Scores could be considered to be both a disruptive, porous, and expansive form of art and music.
However, porousness is discouraged in the formal qualities of a silver chalice, but could Event
Scores be a legitimate form according to the four causes? Let us test the validity of these
premises by considering some Event Scores of Alison Knowles.

ALISON KNOWLES: MAKE A SALAD, NEWSPAPER MUSIC, AND NIVEA CREAM PIECE
My direct experience with Fluxuism took place in 2008 during my master’s degree
studies at Columbia College, Chicago. Alison Knowles conducted a series of workshops taking
us through the process of making multiples (a common Fluxus form), as well as performing her
Event Scores in a public performance. They included scores such as Make a Salad, Newspaper
Music, and Nivea Cream Piece.
Knowles is a founding member of the Fluxus movement, who was greatly influenced by
Duchamp and Cage. She considered Cage to be both a mentor and friend, and it was through
Cage that she had the opportunity to work with Duchamp. Originally trained as a painter,
Knowles transitioned to making multiples and composing Event Scores. She, like Cage,
incorporates indeterminacy and the noisiness of everyday activities into her performances. Being
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the only woman in that group at that time influenced her art-making. She describes her process in
a conversation with artist Carolee Schneemann for the Brooklyn Rail:
I’d struggle with the paintings, with this or that gallery. They hadn’t gone anywhere, but
as the only woman in the Fluxus performance group, I could cook an egg or take off my
shoes. That was sensational because the guys were all working with iconoclastic scripts. I
was working with everyday life. While I had a lot of support from Nam June Paik, who
made some pieces for me—some of which I did, some of which were too revealing—I
progressed a lot for being the only woman and for keeping the focus on the value of
everyday life. A woman—at least in those years—was concerned with what she was
doing with her hands, with her food, with her children, with everyday life. (Brooklyn
Rail)
Knowles notices the nuanced noises of her everyday actions and amplifies them in her artmaking. While at Columbia College, she led us in her well-known Event Score Make A Salad. In
performance, we tossed various salad ingredients onto a tarp, mixed them, and ate them. It was
very delicious and exemplified the small noises created by common actions, but how does this
relate to the silver chalice? If we return to Heidegger’s example, the chalice is used in the
consumption of the sacred meal, which alludes back to the Last Supper. This is where Jesus was
said to have turned bread and wine into his body and blood. The gospel according to Luke says,
“Then he took the bread, said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my
body, which will be given for you; do this in memory of me.’ And likewise, the cup after they
had eaten, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which will be shed for you’” (Ch.
22). The transubstantiation rite is held in the highest esteem through the deliberate and ritualist
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actions of the priest, the words spoken, the contemplative musical accompaniment, and the
consumption of the Eucharistic meal.
Making and eating a salad with simple ingredients using common utensils seems like an
ordinary and mundane act. However, when it is enacted from an Event Score, the act and the
background noise that it produces becomes something else. The process of this piece is like the
transubstantiation rite in that it changes humble ingredients into a valuable experience. In this
context, Make A Salad becomes an artistic, participator, and collaborative performance with the
noisy “clatter” and “chatter” inherent in the performance serving as an accompaniment. In
following a score, which in the case noted above, led by the artist herself became a sacred act of
art that nourished both the body and soul.
Another work in which we performed involved another an ordinary everyday activity. I
will detail Knowles’ Nivea Cream Piece below. But before, let us reflect on everyday activities.
They can seem both automatic and unimportant. If we think about this in Heideggerian terms, we
might categorize these tasks as falling into the inauthenticity of the they-self. On this, Heidegger
states:
Being-in-the-world, to which being together with things at hand belongs just as
primordially as being-with others, is always for the sake of itself. But the self is initially
and for the most part inauthentic, the they-self. Being in the world is always already
entangled. The average everydayness of Dasein can thus be determined as entangleddisclosed, thrown-projecting being-in-the-world, which is concerned with its ownmost
potentiality in its being together with the “world” and in being-with others. (Being and
Time 175-176)
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These actions could be viewed as a part of our inauthenticity, which consciously or
unconsciously we may not wish to acknowledge, so our brains attempt to filter this noise out of
our consciousness by relegating it to the background. However, Knowles engages with these
noises through her Event Scores to bring them into presence, making our everyday habits more
meaningful, more authentic, and even more artistic.
A possibly inauthentic act might involve our consumption of news. One might begin the
day by reading the news, whether by perusing a physical newspaper or by scrolling a feed on a
smartphone. The paper “rustles” or noises emanate from our mobile devices as the alerts entice
us to consume the next story. We may unconsciously murmur with displeasure at the
sensationalized headlines, fake news, and alternative facts adding to the noise, yet we are
simultaneously detached and desensitized. News is the noise that becomes the idle talk of the
day, which further entrenches us in the they-self. However, Knowles elucidates the inauthenticity
through this noisy daily act and turns the noises into a concert piece led by a conductor. The Tate
describes Newspaper Music as “a performance work by the American artist Alison Knowles, in
which a number of participants read sections of various newspapers aloud together with Knowles
positioned at the front as the conductor” (Tate).
When I was participating in Newspaper Music, I chose to read a story from the Spanishlanguage newspaper Hoy. In a public recital, my classmates and I simultaneously read different
news stories aloud with Knowles acting as the conductor. Our noisy, intermingled voices ebbed
and flowed as we followed Knowles directions when she signaled us with her arm movements
and facial expressions. We responded to an accelerando or a ritardando by speeding up or
slowing down. We increased or decreased our volume when Knowles indicated larger or smaller
motions. In this respect, an Event is like a score that guides conductors and musicians. It is also
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like a congregation following a cantor or repeating sacred texts initiated by a priest during the
liturgy. Considering an Event Score like Newspaper Music through this filtering, the
performance makes something like ordinary headlines into a noisy musical composition. It
accomplishes this by putting noise within a form, which pulls the audience momentarily out of
their they-self experience and makes them present with the noise. It amplifies the value of noise
in its presentation. It seems that noise can assume a form, but it differs from a musical score and
Heidegger’s example of a silver chalice but let us investigate further.

Image 21: Newspaper Music by Alison Knowles, photo by Jeff Abell
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Image 22: Nivea Cream Piece (1962) by Alison Knowles, photo by Christina Gosh

The final piece that I wish to discuss, which was included in this performance, is
Knowles’ Nivea Cream Piece, which amplifies an ordinary experience making it hyper-real. The
Event Score reads:
First performer comes on stage with a jar of Nivea cream. The performer massages hands
in front of the microphone. Other performers enter one at the time. They make a mass of
massaging hands and leave one at a time following the first performer. (Knowles)
Applying cold cream is a common activity for many women attempting to attain an impossible
beauty standard, but it is perceived differently when performed on a stage in front of a
microphone. The piece proceeds as big globs of the cream are being massaged onto each of the
performers’ hands. The amplification provided by the microphone and sound system transduces
the noise and allows for the perception of tiny sonic nuances — clicks, slurps, and pops —
fostering new awareness. In a way, this beauty ritual, when amplified, changes the mundane into
something special, much like chalice aids in making the transubstantiation more special and
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more sacred. Furthermore, the act of noticing the nuances additionally extracts us from the
inauthenticity of the they-self and brings us to presence. This, I believe, was a major goal for
Fluxus artists. However, the form in this work initially seems less clear than the silver chalice.
The Event also does not exactly fit the form of a musical score either. Nonetheless, the Event
Score is a form, its own form. Now that the formal element of aesthetic noise has been
determined let us proceed to the next cause. No doubt, additional information about aesthetic
noise will be revealed.

CAUSA FINALIS
First, let us consider Heidegger’s definition of causa finalis. This describes the work of
art in terms of its end or purpose. To return to the example of the chalice, Heidegger says the
following:
But there remains yet a third something that is above all responsible for the sacrificial
vessel. It is that which in advance confines the chalice within the realm of consecration
and bestowal…That which gives bounds, that which completes, in this ‘aim’ and
‘purpose,’ and so misinterpreted. The telos is responsible for what as matter and what as
aspect are together co-responsible for the sacrificial vessel. (“The Question Concerning
Technology” 315)
Heidegger seems to be indicating that the transubstantiation rite and chalice are co-responsible
for each other’s existence. If Jesus had used a different container at the last supper, the need for a
silver chalice might not be necessary. But since the sacred texts describe a cup made
extraordinary by Jesus’ usage, a precious vessel is required to reenact the ceremony. The chalice,
therefore, has a purpose. The chalice is used in this religious rite. We associate the object with
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the church, so we would expect to find it on an altar and not a dinner table. A work of art also
holds expectations, responsibilities, and a purpose. An art object is relational, so it depends on
context. But what is the relationship between art and noise? Can aesthetic noise serve a purpose?
I will consider an early tape piece of Steve Reich to determine if noise can indeed have a
purpose.

STEVE REICH: COME OUT
Like Cage, Steve Reich views the tape machine as a compositional tool and not solely as
a means to store and playback sound. This was possibly the result of Reich’s exposure to music
and sound from a very early age. His mother was a singer and composer who resided in Los
Angeles. After his parent’s divorce, Reich traveled between his two parents by train
accompanied by his governess. The noise that accompanied those train rides later became a
material used in his work Different Trains for String Quartet and Recording Tape. Reich
continued to be inspired by music, studying both piano and percussion and playing jazz at night,
but he decided to study philosophy at Cornell instead so as not to disappoint his father (Hillier 7).
However, in the end, Reich’s calling was music, but philosophy influenced his practice. Music,
philosophy, and noise became co-responsible in the creation of many of his compositions. Noise
took the form of phasing and cannon, which can be heard in his tape piece Come Out.
In an NPR interview, Reich describes the piece. “The world premiere of Come Out was
as a pass-the-hat music for the retrial of the Harlem Six in Town Hall” (Tsiolcas). The Harlem
Six was the name assigned to a group of young men who in 1965 were unjustly accused of
murder. Daniel Hamm, one of the accused, was victimized by police brutality. Because he wasn’t
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visibly bleeding, the police did not attend to his wounds. Thinking fast, Hamm opened one of his
bruises so that he could receive medical care.
Civil rights activist Truman Nelson was the one who approached Reich with several taperecorded interviews of Hamm and the other boys and asked him to edit the tapes. Reich became
intrigued with one of Hamm’s spoken lines, “I had to, like, open the bruise up and let some of
the bruise blood come out to show them” (qtd. in Tsioulcas). Reich proceeded to create a tape
loop piece with this phrase using the technique of phasing, which he describes in this book
Writings On Music:
Come Out is composed of a single loop recorded on both channels. First the loop is in
unison with itself. As it begins to go out of phase, a slowly increasing reverberation is
heard. This gradually passes into a canon or round for two voices, then four voices and
finally eight. (21)
The piece begins with Hamm’s statement repeated three times in unison. After that, the tape
loops begin to drift out of phase, which is heard as early as :21. At first, Hamm’s voice sounds as
if there has been reverberation applied to it, but then the stereo image begins to shift from left to
right. As the timing difference widens, the reverberation progresses to echoes, which can be
heard at 1:18. At 3:00, the words are no longer heard as complete as the echoes overlap each
other. As the piece approaches 7:00, the voice becomes more of a rhythmic pattern as the words
become less and less intelligible. The loop slips further out of phase, and the words become noise
(0:00-13:07).
The answer as to whether noise can have a purpose or causa finalis, as Heidegger puts it
is, in this case, the answer is yes. As Andy Beta puts it, “In a small way, the piece helped bring
about justice for Hamm and other victims of police brutality. It also established the heretofore-
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unknown Reich as one of the most adventurous modern American composers and became a
touchstone of avant-garde and electronic music of all calibers” (Pitchfork). From what we can
conclude from Reich’s piece Come Out, noise, when used aesthetically, can serve a purpose.
Noise was co-responsible for the existence of this composition, which in this case, became a call
for social justice.

CAUSA EFFICIENS
The final aspect of the four causes is causa efficiens or the maker of the object. Again,
returning to the chalice, Heidegger states:
Finally, there is a fourth participant in the responsibility for the finished sacrificial
vessel’s lying before us ready for use, i.e., the silversmith−but not at all because he, in
working brings about the finished sacrificial chalice as if it were the effect of a making;
the silversmith is not a causa efficiens…The silversmith considers carefully and gathers
together the three aforementioned ways of being responsible and indebted. To consider
carefully [überlegeb] is in Greek legein, logos. Legein is rooted in apophainesthai, to
bring forward into appearance. The silversmith is co-responsible as that from which the
sacred vessel’s being brought forth and subsistence take and retain their first departure.
(“The Question Concerning Technology” 315)
In other words, the artist is responsible for bringing the work into appearance, and without the
form of the chalice, there is no need for the silversmith. In light of this, the silversmith and the
chalice are co-responsible for each other’s existence. A painter brings an image into appearance
by using paint, so the painting is indebted to the paint, and the painter is a painter because of the
existence of the painting. A sculptor brings a three-dimensional object into fruition by molding
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clay or carving stone, making the sculpture indebted to its material. The resulting sculpture
designates this artist as a sculptor. And in Heidegger’s example, the silversmith is responsible for
fashioning the indebted chalice out of silver. The silver is also reliant on the end result of the
chalice. This is easily envisioned, but what about the artist who works with noise? Who are they,
and what is their responsibility?
It seems as if the noise artist is indebted to the noise of everyday existence because they
extract noise to create their work. Russolo reminds us that “every manifestation of life is
accompanied by noise” (27), which we can attempt to deny, but this will annoy us, as Cage
indicates (Silence 3). However, if we listen, we may find noise fascination (ibid). There can be a
message in noise, which the artist who uses aesthetic noise is responsible for amplifying the
message and experience in noise. Hanna Higgins sums this up in Fluxus work by stating, “I
believe that the ultimate goal of Fluxus lies precisely in this task: to form multiple pathways
toward ‘ontological knowledge’ and the expansion of the ‘setting of human experience’” (38).
This is especially evident in the works of Alison Knowles. From the above examples, we note
that she takes everyday noise in the preparation and consumption of food in her work Make A
Salad. The noise present in the daily news is used in Newspaper Music. Finally, the mundane
activity of applying coldcream is heightened through performance and amplification in her Nivea
Cream Piece. The experience brings us out of the they-self and brings us to presence by calling
attention to the experience. Likewise, Allan Kaprow and John Cage accomplished similar
outcomes through Happenings.
Alyce Santoro asks us to consider noise and materials differently with her alternative
usages. In weaving the obsolete material of recorded cassette tape into SONIC FABRIC, Santoro
not only crafts a sculptural piece in Tell-Tail Sail (After Sandy) but also tells the story of the New
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York subterranean sonic landscape through a noise montage, which can be heard with the aid of
a modified Walkman.
Steve Reich conveys a story with noise that seeks justice through the tape piece, Come
Out. By taking the words of wrongly accused Daniel Hamm and creating this tape piece, Reich
not only furthered compositional techniques but also brought to light the realities of police
brutality. Come Out became a call for social justice constructed from aesthetic noise.

THE ALĒTHEIAC TRUTH OF NOISE
Truth is a common word, so its meaning seems clear. From Cartesian and Platonic
perspectives, truth is correctness. If we simply applied this assumption to noise, then it would
remain enframed in negativity. However, as we have found after subjecting aesthetic noise to the
four causes, noise can be so much more than an incorrectness. Heidegger contemplates truth in
art with the example of peasant shoes painted by Van Gogh. Clearly, we are all familiar with
shoes, but Heidegger questions this.
What happens here? What is at work within the work? Van Gogh’s painting is the
disclosure of what the equipment, the pair of peasant shoes, is in truth. This being
emerges into unconcealment of its Being. The Greeks called the unconcealment of beings
alētheia. We say ‘truth’ and think little enough in using this word. (161)
If we do not consider truth beyond correctness, we fail to notice any of its other aspects.
Heidegger continues, “The artwork opens up in its own way the Being of Beings. This opening
up, i.e., this revealing, i.e., the truth of beings, happens in the work” (165). Van Gogh’s painting
presents a perspective beyond the equipmental nature of a pair of shoes, possibly causing some
strife. Are mere peasant shoes a worthy subject in art? Possibly some strife arises by the
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committing of ordinary objects to art. However, rather than being entirely negative, strife creates
an opening that allows the viewer to be present with the work. Coming to presence with the work
reveals aspects of the peasant woman’s world, which demonstrates truth beyond simply
correctness. It is alētheiac.
By filtering aesthetic noise through the four causes, we have been revealing an alētheiac
truth in noise all along. Thought, I would like to further demonstrate alētheia in noise through
the deconstruction of Alison Knowles’ Event Score Nivea Cream Piece.
Being the only women founder of the Fluxus collective granted Knowles the freedom to
work outside of traditional art forms. Everyday items and actions would be her palette. Face
cream and its application are part of everyday, and often unconscious, activities for many.
Knowles’ Event Score, which highlights the noisiness of this application through amplification
challenges the art establishment and thus produces strife. But strife is necessary to uncover other
truth, as Heidegger relates. “Truth establishes itself in the work. Truth essentially occurs only as
the strife between clearing and concealing in the opposition of world and earth” (187). Van
Gogh’s peasant shoes create strife by elevating equipment to art, but it also creates strife because
it raises questions. In Van Gogh’s painting, we see shoes, but we do not really know anything
about them. The strife caused by not knowing creates an opening. “A work, by being a work,
makes space for that spaciousness” (170). Knowles’ piece creates strife in that she is a woman
artist in a field dominated by men. Also, strife is created by elevating the noise of an everyday
action into art. Though this piece creates strife, it also creates an opening that may bring the
witness to presence through the contemplation of the minute noises of everyday. That opening
allows for truth as unconcealing, which reveals noise to be something else other than negative.
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Heidegger speaks of the truth as alētheia in Van Gogh’s painting by saying, “Truth
happens in Van Gogh’s painting. This does not mean that something at hand is correctly
portrayed, but rather that in the revelation of the equipmental being of the shoes beings as a
whole – world and earth in their counterplay – attain to unconcealment” (181). The painting
gives us a glimpse into the world of the peasant woman that we might not have considered if we
saw the actual shoes sitting on the floor. Knowles’ work is not simply about presenting Nivea
cream, but it reveals other worlds in which nuanced noise, everyday actions, and women in art
can exist aesthetically. Knowles’ usage of aesthetic noise proves Heidegger’s statement, “Art lets
truth originate” (202). This truth is revealed not as correctness but as alētheia.

CONCLUSION
This chapter sought to establish the validity of noise as an art material, highlighting how
it can assume a form. We also sought to discover if noise could have a purpose when used
aesthetically. Additionally, we learned of the makers of noise by considering works by John
Cage, Allan Kaprow, Alison Knowles, Alyce Santoro, and Steve Reich. We did this by filtering
aesthetic noise through Aristotle’s four causes, as elucidated by Heidegger. We also examined
noise through the filter of truth, but in a manner beyond the cartesian or platonic premises of
truth as correctness. Instead, aesthetic noise was subjected to Heidegger’s definition of truth as
alētheia.
Noise seemed like an unlikely art material and very unlike the example of the silver
chalice that Heidegger employees to explain causa materialis. Simply put, this is the material
from which the artwork is made. In the case of the chalice, the material is clearly silver. In the
case of aesthetic noise in Alyce Santoro’s Tell-Tail Sail (After Sandy), the material nature of
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noise is initially unclear. Is the noise, the cassette tape, or all the above the material? If the noise
cannot be seen, does it qualify as a material? However, what we found was that silver needs a
secondary metal to hold its structural integrity. Like the noise in Santoro’s piece, this secondary
metal is not initially perceived but still a very necessary material, just as the noise is integral to
the sails. Though Heidegger may not have considered noise to be an art material, based on the
chalice example, it has been established to be an art material through the filtering through causa
materialis.
The next goal was to determine the form a work of noise might take. Happenings and
Event Scores by John Cage, Allan Kaprow, and Alison Knowles were considered. Happenings
and Event Scores have commonalities with theater, but they are not theater because they lack the
traditional Aristotelian form of a succinct narrative containing a beginning, middle, and end. And
Event Scores allude to musical scores but do not utilize traditional music notation or formal
elements like that of sonatas, suites, or symphonies. Additionally, Happening and Event Scores
often use noise and could also be considered to be noisy genres because of their assemblages of
disparate elements. Like noise, these forms are disruptive. They are ephemeral and also not solid
like the silver chalice. However, it was determined that Happenings and Events Scores are forms
in their own right. Additionally, they demonstrate that all forms are ephemeral. Therefore, works
of noise satisfy the criteria of causa formalis.
Next, it was to be determined if noise could have a purpose. The causa finalis of
Heidegger’s silver chalice example is that it is used in a sacred rite. To apply this cause to noise,
Steve Reich’s early tape piece Come Out was chosen. The piece was created from a fragment of
an interview with Daniel Hamm, one of the Harlem Six. It was used to create awareness of the
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injustice that Hamm and the other young men faced. Aesthetic noise clearly has a purpose in this
work.
Finally, causa efficiens determines the maker of the art. In the case of the chalice, the
causa efficiens is the silversmith. In the case of noise, the causa efficiens are dedicated creative
artists who push the boundaries in order to create new art.
The other goal of this chapter was to determine if any alētheiac truth resided in noise. It
turned out that it was being revealed all along when subjected to the philosophical filter of the
four causes. Though, by focusing on Alison Knowles Nivea Cream Piece, we were able to
witness the strife created by noise. This might have pointed to the negatively enframed qualities
of noise, but when used aesthetically by Knowles, it created an opening where alētheaic truth
could be revealed. Thus, by amplifying an ordinary everyday noisy act brings the witness to
presence, making the experience extraordinary.
This demonstrates that noise is not merely the negative connotations that we typically
attribute to it. It is much more. It is an art material that can be subsumed into a form and have a
purpose while revealing some truth. It seems evident that in order to extract information from
noise, it must be in a structure. Much information is extracted from these Heideggerian filters,
but are they sufficient?
Noise, aesthetic or otherwise, does not neatly fit all of Heidegger’s criteria. When
compared to the chalice, noise works seem to be very different as they are less contained.
Heidegger’s assessment of art as described by the four causes presents borders but are they too
fixed? Heidegger’s structure suits the chalice, but noise requires flexible boundaries to reveal
aesthetic truth. Perhaps Derrida’s parergon will be the structure that we seek.
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CHAPTER 5
The Truth in Noise
Noise instead, arriving confused and irregular from the irregular confusion of life, is never
revealed to us entirely and always holds innumerable surprises.
Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noises (27).

The resonant footsteps dissolved as the door clicked shut. Unable to comprehend what
had just transpired, the little girl sat with the noise echoing in her head alone in the dark.

Concealed within noise, alētheia lies. If we recall from the previous chapter, alētheia is
translated as truth, but as Heidegger notes, it is not just a simple matter of correctness; truth is
relational (“The Question Concerning Technology 340). This demonstrates that truth in art is not
absolute. Jacques Derrida continues the discourse on truth in art in his book The Truth In
Painting. He begins by discussing Cézanne’s cryptic message that was sent to Émile Bernard. On
this, Derrida states, “Cézanne had promised to pay up: ‘I OWE YOU THE TRUTH IN
PAINTING AND I WILL TELL IT TO YOU’” (2). From this statement, we can deduce that
there is a debt in truth. Truth is thus painted as lacking and is dependent on something else. Here,
we see Heidegger’s influence on Derrida’s thinking. But, how might this statement relate to the
truth in aesthetic noise? Before continuing this investigation of Derrida’s perspective on truth
and how it might pertain to noise, let us revisit Heidegger’s definition of alētheia.
Alētheia is a manner of revealing, as Heidegger indicates (“The Question Concerning
Technology” 318), which as we found, does pertain to noise. Buried deep with the depths of
noise lies the possibility of truth. This seems plausible because if noise contains information as
Paul D. Miller describes (6) and maybe a surprise, as Luigi Russolo implies (27), noise contains
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some truth, which can be revealed through art. We have found that by subjecting noise to the
four causes, as presented by Heidegger, some information is revealed, though much remains
veiled in the cacophony. If we process noise through a Heideggerian filter, enframement seems
more fitting. Enframement, too, is a means of revealing pertaining to ordering as standingreserve (“The Question Concerning Technology” 325). Before we continue, let us return to the
enframing qualities of noise.
Even the word noise is enframed due to its many negative associations. For instance, it
may produce annoyance, cause a disturbance, or worse, signal danger, and even cause damage. It
does so by inducing hearing loss as well as triggering trauma by stimulating our auditory startle
response. Auditory startle response is the fastest of all of the startle responses in vertebrates
contributing to their (and our) evolutionary success (Horowitz 111). Auditory startle response
involves the limbic system, which is also referred to as the mammalian brain and contains
structures such as the amygdala, the hypothalamus, and the hippocampus. Bessel Van Der Kolk
explains these organs’ functions in The Body Keeps the Score. He states the following:
The central function of the amygdala, which I call the brain’s smoke detector, is to
identify whether incoming input is relevant to our survival. It does so quickly and
automatically, with the help of feedback from the hippocampus, a nearby structure that
relates new input to past experiences. If the amygdala senses a threat…it sends an instant
message down to the hypothalamus and the brain stem, recruiting the stress-hormone
system and the autonomic nervous system, (ANS) to orchestrate a whole body response.
Because the amygdala processes the information it receives from the thalamus faster than
the frontal lobes do, it decides whether incoming information is a threat to our survival
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even before we are consciously aware of the danger. By the time we realize what is
happening, our body may already be on the move. (60-61)
The limbic system aids in maintaining basic automatic functioning like circulation and
respiration, but it is also responsible for emotional responses. Peter Levine, the founder of
Somatic Experiencing technique, describes the functioning of this system as “the primary site of
complex emotional and social behaviors lacking in the reptile…The limbic brain receives
impulses from the reptilian core and elaborates on the data. This evolutionary leap gives the
mammal more choices than the reptile” (88). In the context of noise, especially when it is loud
and sudden, it triggers the auditory startle response, which activates the amygdala to put us on
high alert. The hippocampus searches its database of past memories to interpret the current
situation while the hypothalamus pumps out stress hormones, which prompt an unconscious,
automatic response of fight, flight, or freeze. This neurological process transpires faster than the
neocortex can apply reason to determine if the noise was a threat or not. The limbic system
assumes that every noise is a threat, that is until, the reasoning neocortex catches up. If the noise
is then determined to be a threat, we might feel satisfaction that we escaped the danger, or we
might possibly experience trauma, which the mind will repeat unless we can process the ordeal.
If the noise is determined not to have been a threat, then we may feel annoyed because we were
duped into believing that the danger was real. It seems that either way, noise cannot win. It is
enframed both by its negative definition and our response to it.
.

Without any apparently redeeming qualities, it seems quite impossible that noise could

contain any other truth beyond its seemingly intrinsic negativity. If that is all that is apparent,
then enframed noise is in need of a reframe, a process that Elaine Aron defines in her book The
Highly Sensitive Person. She states that reframing “simply means seeing something in a new
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way, in a new context, with a new frame around it” (Ch. 1). If we frame noise differently, then
perhaps new truths may be unveiled. Noise presents a problem in that it does not respect
boundaries, so could it be contained in a frame? To determine this, we must first define the word
frame.

THE FRAME
A frame can be described as a structure, a support, or a container. In painting, for
example, a frame might be made of wood or metal. The edges could be rectangular or oval,
simple, or decorative. There may be protective glass or matting employed. It is clearly a structure
that is placed around a painting, but could it be placed around noise? Perhaps it is not just a
matter of a simple frame, but of a parergon. The parergon is a concept Jacques Derrida explores
in depth in The Truth In Painting, and perhaps it will help us to unveil additional truth beyond
the negative in noise.
A common frame is a structure that surrounds a painting. A parergon is also a frame, but
its concept is more complex. Derrida’s definition unveils more:
I write four times here, around painting. The first time I am occupied with folding the
great philosophical question of the tradition (“What is art?” “the beautiful?”
“representation?” “the origin of the work of art?” etc.) on the insistent atopics of the
parergon: neither work (ergon) nor outside the work [hors d’oeuvre], neither inside nor
outside, neither above nor below, it disconcerts any opposition but does not remain
indeterminate and it gives rise to the work. It is no longer merely around the work. That
which puts it in place−the instances of the frame, the title, the signature, the legend, etc.–
does not stop disturbing the internal order of discourse on painting, its works, its
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commerce, its evaluations, its surplus-values, its speculation, its laws, and its hierarchies.
(9)
From this statement, the parergon appears to be more than the molding, the matting, and other
structures that encase a painting. Like noise, it deviates from typical structures. It disturbs order
and disrespects hierarchies. Yet, the parergon appears to be something that is needed to contain
larger concepts such as art, beauty, and even noise. Without a container — or a parergon — to
frame and give context to these expansive concepts, they would prove nearly impossible to
define. But since these concepts are expansive, they will most certainly exceed their frame.
However, perhaps the parergon will prove to be a useful tool to not only grasp the definition of
aesthetic noise but to expand its perception beyond its enframed negativity. This structure may
allow us to perceive noise differently by unveiling supplementary yet significant truths.
To understand how a parergon might apply to noise, we need to consider what a frame is
for a work that is not a painting. It may seem a bit odd to imagine noise being contained within a
frame, but we might consider its occurrence in a room, a concert hall, or a gallery. These spaces
could be considered frames. We might also consider mediums such as compact discs or
recording tape, which contain recorded music or sound, to be frames. The hearing mechanisms
of the ear and auditory cortex of the brain could be considered to be a parerga as well because
they give context to sound through perception and interpretation. Could noise affect the body
later to be framed and reframed by the brain? These are points to ponder. Though let us return to
the idea of the parergon and whether it might provide meaning and context to aesthetic noise.
Could the parergon provide a means of revealing any truth, aesthetic or otherwise, in noise?
Perhaps a brief examination of Derrida’s life would prove pertinent.
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DERRIDA AND DECONSTRUCTIONISM
Derrida was born Jackie Derrida, a name which he would later change, to Sephardic
Jewish parents on July 15, 1930, in French Algeria. He was educated in the traditional French
manner until anti-Semitic sentiments, which resulted in restriction and ridicule (Peeters 17). The
noisy and discriminatory political climate made Derrida’s educational experience limited and
difficult, yet he excelled in his studies; in high school, Derrida discovered a love of literature.
However, in 1942, Derrida was expelled from school due to anti-Semitic sentiment. Devastated,
he writes:
Beyond any anonymous ‘administrative’ measure, which I didn’t understand at all and
which no one explained to me, the wound was of another order, and it never healed: the
daily insults from the children, my classmates, the kids in the street, and sometimes
threats or blows aimed at the ‘dirty Jew,’ which, I might say, I came to see in myself.
(qtd. in Peeters 19-20)
Just as noise is enframed by negativity, Derrida’s life also became enframed by an unjust system
filled with noisy slurs and punishing policies, which as a child, he could not have comprehended.
The inability of young children to understand and apply words to complex and disturbing
situations creates trauma (Miller 5). Likely, as a result, Derrida carried these wounds with him
for the rest of his life, and I believe that was a significant factor that eventually led him to
develop his deconstructionist theories.
Derrida developed his premise of deconstructionism while studying philosophy in Paris.
It was a criticism of Saussure’s structuralism. Peeters says, “While Derrida endorses the central
idea of difference as the source of linguistic value, he considers Saussure’s thought as still too
dominated by logocentrism, that ‘metaphysics of phonetic writing’ which has for too long forced
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writing into a subsidiary role” (159-160). The concept of deconstruction was to follow. Derrida
describes how the term came to be:
When I chose this word, or when it imposed itself upon me, [. . .] I little thought it would
be credited with such a central role in the discourse that interested me at the time. Among
other things I wished to translate and adapt to my own ends the Heideggerean words
Destruktion or Abbau. Both words signified in this context an operation bearing on the
structure or traditional architecture of the fundamental concepts of ontology or of
Western metaphysics. But in French the term ‘destruction’ too obviously implied an
annihilation or a negative reduction much closer perhaps to Nietzschean ‘demolition’
than to the Heideggerean interpretation or to the type of reading I was proposing. So I
ruled that out. I remember having looked to see if the word déconstruction (which came
to me it seemed quite spontaneously) was good French. I found it in Littré. The
grammatical, linguistic, or rhetorical senses [portées] were, I found, bound up with a
‘mechanical’ sense [portée ‘machinique’]. This association appeared very fortunate [. . .].
(qtd. in Peeters 159-160)
Deconstructionism became one of Derrida’s best-known concepts. It decentered established
hierarchies and uprooted traditional binary concepts making an alternative reading possible for
given texts. Though a deconstructionist reading would seem to make any analysis more
ambiguous, but it opens up many more possibilities. The term later became so popular that it was
applied to areas outside of literature such as architecture, fashion, and even to describe restaurant
menu items. And in this writing, maybe even noise will be added to that list of fields.
The whole deconstructionist movement was called into question when a friend and fellow
deconstructionist, Paul de Man, was found to have written articles for Nazi-controlled
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publications during World War II. After his death, it was also discovered that de Man had led a
life full of deceit (Menand). This brought deconstruction under harsh scrutiny. And ironically,
deconstruction was being applied to the deconstructionist. Derrida’s concepts, much like noise,
were quite disruptive, and the de Man affair gave his adversaries ammunition to oppose the
movement. Derrida was quite shaken by the controversy, but deconstructionism would recover to
gain popularity in the 1990s. Derrida continued his career until his death on October 8, 2004,
from pancreatic cancer.
Certainly, given Derrida’s experiences with anti-Semitism, expulsion, and rejection, he,
like noise, must have been well acquainted with terms such as “interruption,” “disruptive,”
“disturbing,” “dangerous,” and “unwanted.” Noise is also commonly linked to chaos, which
could describe much of Derrida’s childhood and, later, the de Man affair. There seems to be at
least a figurative relationship between Derrida, deconstructionism, and noise. Therefore, it seems
appropriate to proceed by applying the parergon and deconstruction to noise.

A DECONSTRUCTIONIST APPROACH TO NOISE
How might the paregon be defined in terms of noise? Is it perceptible? Does it exist
inside or outside of a work of noise? Does its presence within or around the cacophony unveil
additional truth? Perhaps examining noise through a deconstructionist lens might tell us more but
let us first begin with a definition. Derrida’s primary concern with deconstruction is its use to
interpret a text by means of decentering established hierarchies and unseating traditional binaries
to produce alternate readings. In the documentary Derrida, the philosopher describes
deconstructionism by saying that “one of the gestures of deconstruction is not to naturalize what
isn’t natural – not to assume that what is conditioned by history, institutions, or society is
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natural” (0:38-1:01). With this statement, Derrida invites us to consider conventions outside of a
singular reality. For example, let us explore whether additional meanings exist beyond our
conditioned understanding of noise.
Let us consider some common instruments like a pot and a spoon. Clearly, these items
are cooking utensils. This seems a “natural” assumption as society has conditioned us to believe
this. A pot might be used to boil soup, while the spoon might be used for stirring and serving the
contents of the pot. In Heideggerian terms, the spoon and the pot are tools ready-to-hand and in
service to the soup and to the cook who makes the soup. However, if we apply deconstructionist
thinking, we might unveil additional meanings and applications beyond societal constructs. Let
us place the pot and the spoon in a different scenario. A child removes the pot from a kitchen
cabinet and begins beating it with a large metal spoon. At this moment, the pot and the spoon
exist outside of societal norms. The child has unknowingly deconstructed the prescribed
meanings of these objects. In this instant, the pot and spoon have transformed from kitchen tools
and become compositional instruments of noisy play.
Now, let us examine and interpret possible outcomes of the child’s actions. The
consequences of metal striking metal send percussive impulses of acoustic phenomena through
the air. Society would likely label this acoustic phenomenon as “noise.” These emanations
propagate through the air in waveforms, and in so doing, they bounce off of surfaces (reflection)
and are soaked up by others (absorption). The waveforms also possess the amazing capability to
travel through solid matter like walls. This might also cause sympathetic resonances in the wall
or other objects with a similar harmonic relationship, causing them to vibrate and add more
complexity to the acoustic phenomenon. This phenomenon can also spread out and bend around
corners (diffraction), which, depending on the intensity, would likely trigger the auditory startle
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in the child’s mother, causing her to rush into the kitchen. Her forceful order to stop also adds to
the cacophony. This brings us to the “natural” labeling of this acoustic phenomenon as “noise.”
Societal norms would have us believe that noise is bad and even immoral. However, it is not that
simple.
We have to consider how the event is perceived and who is making the interpretation.
Horowitz defines “perception” as an individual’s interpretation of the world based on sensory
input (16). However, Kant would be suspicious of this information. He explains, “COGNITIONS
and judgements must, together with their attendant conviction, admit being universally
communicated; for otherwise no correspondence with the object could be ascribed to them” (69).
Kant later adds, “IN all judgements by which we describe anything as beautiful we tolerate no
one else being of a different opinion, and yet we do not rest our judgement upon concepts, but
only on our feeling. Accordingly, we introduce this underlying feeling not as a private feeling,
but as a common one” (70). Kant acknowledges the validity of feelings and perceptions so long
as there is common agreement. He leaves no room for an individual interpretation of the
beautiful, attributing the beautiful, instead, to a priori knowledge. Where does this knowledge
originate? Kant says that the knowledge comes from the ultimate authority figure, God. This is
why Kant also attributes the beautiful to morality, which exists beyond the senses (180).
If we return to the above scenario, the child perceives her acoustical activity as fun and
good. However, if we use Kant’s filter, the child lacks the capability of making a judgment of the
beautiful. She does not yet possess the a priori knowledge of the godlike authority figure in her
life, which would be her mother. The negative messaging the child receives from her playful
noisemaking makes the act immoral as she is not in agreement with the universal a priori
judgment from the godlike figure in her life. With this messaging, the child can only interpret her
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actions as bad, and this induces a traumatic wound. What the child had interpreted as fun is now
suspect, and she now comes to question and doubt her interpretation.
Though the question of whether beauty is universal or not is still subject to debate, the
experience of trauma might be a more universal than one may think. Levine explains the
pervasiveness of trauma in this passage:
Trauma is a pervasive fact of modern life. Most of us have been traumatized, not just
soldiers or victims of abuse or attack. Both the sources and consequences of trauma are
wide-ranging and often hidden from our awareness. These include natural disasters (e.g.,
earthquakes, tornadoes, floods, and fires), exposure to violence, accidents, falls, serious
illnesses, sudden loss (i.e., a loved one), surgical and other necessary medical and dental
procedures, difficult births, and even high levels of stress during gestation. (19)
It seems likely from this statement that nearly everyone, including the child in the example, has
experienced trauma to some degree. To the child, the noises are fascinating, while the mother
thinks otherwise, and her explosive reaction induces one of the many traumas that the child will
experience in her life. This is because the mother is the godlike authority, so she must possess a
priori moral knowledge that the child does not have. The child is made wrong as her feelings are
discounted, overturned, and overruled. Her boundaries are breached, leaving her feeling
traumatized.
However, deconstructionism may provide another reading of this scenario when authority
is decentered. If we frame or reframe this cacophonous kitchen incident through Derrida’s filter
of deconstructionism, we might be able to liberate noise and maybe the little girl from this
negative judgment. If we deconstruct the scene, we find that the frame, or reframe in this case, is
already at work within the work. Returning to the documentary Derrida, the narrator elaborates:
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The very condition of deconstruction maybe at work in the work, within the system to be
deconstructed. It may already be located there, already at work, not at the center but in an
acentric center. In a corner, whose eccentricity assures the solid concentration of the
system participating in the construction of what it at the same time threatens to
deconstruct. One might then be inclined to reach this conclusion. Deconstruction is not an
operation that supervenes afterward; from the outside…it is already at work in the work.
(1:01-1:46)
As this statement suggests, a work’s dependence on the very structure that supports it could
annihilate it. It adds elements of the sublime as it is present yet elusive. It exists both inside and
outside of the work, simultaneously threatening its existence. The very thing that supports the
work also deconstructs it, putting it on the brink of the abyss. How might this relate to a
parergon for noise? Let us return to the kitchen scene.
When a metal pot is struck with a spoon, the action creates an impulse that disturbs the
air molecules in the space. As these molecules bump into each other, they propagate, sending
out, in our spoon-meets-pot scenario, a loud acoustic phenomenon. The impulse reflects off of a
variety of kitchen surfaces, adding to its intensity. Thanks to the auditory startle response, the
mother is catapulted into action, and into the kitchen to find out the source of the noise. After
realizing the source, she orders the girl to stop.
Before we consider the mother’s actions and possible commentary, let us consider the
work. The work that the child produces is dependent on multiple factors like the pot, the spoon,
the surfaces in the kitchen, the movement of the air molecules, and the reflections off of the
walls. The way the sound reacts depends on the frame of the kitchen. The frame of the kitchen
also is the arena for the mother’s acoustic (utterance) response. Additionally, the movement of
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the air molecules is part of the work. Without them, there would not be an audible occurrence.
Although these impulses might be interpreted as loud and likely emphasized by the parergon of
the kitchen, they will inevitably decay over time until it becomes inaudible to the ear, thus
annihilating the work. Therefore, we witness the parergon at work within the work, existing both
inside and outside. But could the child’s actions be considered to be a work of art? The child
might believe so. Certainly — Kant as well as the child’s mother — would likely disagree. This
is due to the hierarchical position of the mother as the godlike authority figure in the child’s life.
The acoustic phenomena produced by the child’s work is deemed “noise.” This imparts negative
connotations and meanings and is thus judged to be bad and even immoral. The child has no
credibility, no certification, no history of pedagogical study. The act was not performed in a
gallery or concert hall, so it cannot be art. The child is deemed wrong in this case for exercising
her noisy musical agency because the mother has imposed her own frame, thus judging the
child’s activity. It is judged negatively as it is unfamiliar and unconventional. However, often the
person who pursues the unconventional is also frequently judged negatively by the prevailing
hierarchy. Noise in an art gallery?!? Noise in a concert hall?!!? How preposterous!!! Though,
Derrida, I believe, would offer an alternative reading. If we reframe noise within the context of a
parergon, it could indeed unveil more truth of its aesthetic value. However, this would require
further inquiry.
This inquiry into noise through the philosophical filter of the parergon will include works
by Italian Futurist Luigi Russolo, New York-based artist Alyce Santoro, and drone metal pioneer
Sunn O))) to determine whether the parergon is at work within their works, whether it is integral
or supplemental, fixed or performative, and whether it exists at all. If its existence is determined,
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would its presence unveil any hidden truth in noise? Would this truth be valid as aesthetic noise
deconstructs itself past the point of human perception, in a sense, casting itself into the abyss?

THE PARERGON: FRAME AS STRUCTURE
A frame is a support structure that is often used to display a painting. Emma CrichtonMiller of Christie’s describes its function in the following manner:
Frames are the Cinderellas of the art world; they do a tremendous amount of work. They
protect the artworks they support; they show off the qualities of a picture, drawing
attention to its formal structure, its patterns and colours, enabling them to resonate fully
with a viewer; they mould the response of the viewer to the work by suggesting the value
we should attach to it; they accommodate a painting to its setting, acting as a liaison
between the dream world of art and the decorative scheme of the museum, gallery or
private home the work inhabits. They are partly furniture and partly sculpture. (CrichtonMiller)
The frame is a container that supports and maintains boundaries, borders, and the context of the
work. The frame seems to establish rigid, fixed boundaries between what is and what is not the
work, but this is an impossible task, which makes the frame teeter on the edge of the sublime.
Kant places the sublime more within the natural realm (75), but Derrida presents us with the
sublime example of the column. Derrida continues, “There can be a sublime in art if it is
submitted to the conditions of an ‘accord with nature.’ If art gives form by limiting, or even by
framing, there can be a parergon of the beautiful, parergon of the column or parergon as a
column. But there cannot, it seems, be a parergon for the sublime” (Truth In Painting 127). Or
can there be? There is a too-muchness to the sublime, which overspills its containment. The
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parergon of a column initially does not seem to fit the definition of the sublime, and Kant would
have us believe that the column is supplementary (57), but is that true? Let us briefly examine
the function of a column.
Based on the principles of structural engineering, columns support the weight of a
building. Structural engineer Noah Moscovitch explains that “columns are vertical structural
elements where the load is transferred parallel to the longitudinal axis as compression, and
sometimes as tension … Columns are used to support floor/roof beams and the columns of the
floor above. The columns at the bottom floor of a tall building must carry the accumulative
weight of all the floors above” (Structural Engineering Basics). The columns bear the load of the
building by transferring massive amounts of force to the foundation and then down to the earth,
which prevents the building from crashing down on our heads. Surely a column is more than
supplementary in this case. The invisible quality of the force that the column must bear is an
element of the sublime. The “almost too much” aspect that Derrida describes is at work in the
column as it redirects the overspill of tremendous force shunting it to the ground.
Another example of the sublimity inherent in a parergon lies within our own
subconscious in the form of repressed memories. Dr. Garbor Maté, an expert in childhood
trauma, addiction, and recovery, uses his own past behavior as an example. He explains that
when he was a child, he hid his limp from his mother as not to cause her any discomfort. He
continues, “The dynamics of repression operate in all of us. We are all self-deniers and selfbetrayers to one extent or another, most often in ways we are no more aware of than I was
conscious of while ‘deciding’ to disguise my limp” (11). Particularly sensitive to blame and
shame, as most of us are, Maté adds that “shame is the deepest of the ‘negative emotions,’ a
feeling we will do almost anything to avoid. Unfortunately, our abiding fear of shame impairs
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our ability to see reality” (12). In a manner of speaking, the subconscious is like the paregonal
column, bearing the colossal weight of our repressed memories until the “too muchness” begins
to exceed its boundaries, eventually leading to its collapse.
Yet a healthy psyche requires boundaries. They are essential for self-differentiation,
which takes hold in early childhood as the child begins to individuate from the mother. These
boundaries are important because, as Maté explains, “If I don’t know where my own boundaries
begin and end, I cannot know when something potentially dangerous is intruding on them. The
necessary distinctions between what is familiar or foreign, and what is benign or potentially
harmful, require an accurate appraisal of self and non-self” (174). As we can deduce from this
statement, whether in the form of a physical or psychological frame, boundaries serve a purpose;
they are the parergon of the self. In Heideggerian terms, both physical and psychological
boundaries might be considered to be tools ready-to-hand because their usage is in relation to
something else. Since the psyche and its boundaries, as well as the boundaries for most anything
else, are relational, they can be linked to the concept of the parergon. However, in Kant’s view,
the parergon is still supplementary, an extra, and impure and thus not part of the beautiful (57).
In Kantian philosophy, the frame/parergon might be interpreted as agreeable or
ornamental, but it can never be considered to be free beauty because its dependency renders it
impure. To further clarify, Kant defines two types of beauty: free beauty and dependent beauty.
He explains that “the first [free beauty] presupposes no concept of what the object should be; the
second [dependent beauty] does presuppose such a concept and, with it, an answering perfection
of the object” (60). Art lacking a concept would be considered “free” in Kantian terms. Through
this same filter, a frame, on the other hand, existing only to support the work of art, is not
actually part of the work and is thus supplemental. Kant uses the term parergon not only to
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describe what it is but to note its dependent function. Derrida, however, offers this alternative
assessment, “The parergon stands out [se détache] both from the ergon (the work) and from the
milieu, it stands out first of all like a figure on a ground. But it does not stand in the same way as
the work” (The Truth In Painting 61). From this, we might interpret “stand out” to mean a
separation between the frame and the work. We could then deduce that the parergon is not part
of the work and thus outside of the work, corresponding to Kant’s assessment of the supplement.
However, we could also deconstruct and decipher “stand out” to mean that the parergon is more
significant than the work. Or, we could read “stand out” as to put the frame in support of or as in
opposition to the work. These multiple meanings pose a bit of a dilemma. Is the parergon more
important, less important, in opposition, or in support of the work? A visual representation might
give us more of a clue, but what if the parergon is not visible?
To return to psychological boundaries, their frame is invisible, but their importance is
confirmed. Stretch bars provide the support for a canvas, but unless we physically investigate
(generally discouraged in a gallery or museum) we would not be able to see them. The skin,
which “stands out” from the skeleton, organs, and even the soul, could be construed as a
parergon, yet, I would argue that it is more of a necessary than supplementary. Noise certainly
“stands out” as it is almost impossible to ignore. Is noise itself then a parergon? Could noise be
contained within a parergon since it does not seem to respect boundaries? Would the quality of
“standing out” be in an exemplary or supplementary element when pertaining to noise? To return
to our original question, could noise, when framed within a parergon unveil additional truth?
This is a challenge, so let us consider something more familiar to begin, like a painting, to begin.
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LUIGI RUSSOLO: LA MUSICA (1911)

Figure 23: La Musica, Luigi Russolo, University of California, San Diego

Though he is best known for his Futurist noise manifesto and his Intonarumori noise
instruments, Luigi Russolo actually began his career as a painter. Therefore, it seems fitting to
begin this noisy discussion of the parergon with a more familiar genre like painting. Here we
will examine Russolo’s La musica. The painting currently hangs in the Estorick Collection of
Italian Modern Art in London. Its surrounding frame is simple, hardly what one would call a
“stand out.” This work’s parergon seems supplementary, but is it, and is it the only frame to
consider, and how might this pertain to noise? And moreover, seeing as La musica is a painting,
and paintings do not make noise, how does this help us to understand and find any truth in noise?
Possibly the answer lies within our imaginations. In his introduction to Aristotle’s Poetics, Joe
Sacks describes the power of imagination: “In our experience of a story, though, an anticipated
future can come to be present, and our imaginations seem able to erase the boundary between
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ourselves and another” (6). Imagination allows us to traverse the boundaries of the parergon. In
this case, it may allow us to interpret the story (or at least a story) behind Russolo’s painting.
However, before pursuing the parergon, let us refresh our memories with regard to La musica.

Figure 24: Luigi Russolo: La Musica, Estorick Collection, London

Fingers dance as the mysterious five-armed, silhouetted virtuoso traverses the keyboard.
With Russolo’s connection to the occult, this multi-appendaged figure could be interpreted as a
supernatural being who is both monstrous and sublime. The portrayal could serve as a metaphor
for speed, a favorite theme of the Futurists. Interestingly, in his book How To Create A Mind Ray
Kurzweil indicates that metaphors and imagination are important and powerful tools as they can
help us solve problems in disparate fields (116). Imagination, Kurzweil adds, allowed Einstein to
picture himself riding alongside a beam of light, which aided him in interpreting the speed of
light (ibid). In this painting, Russolo also seems to be using the power of metaphor and
imagination to capture noise on canvas. Let us keep this in mind as we continue the
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investigation. Perhaps, metaphor and imagination can aid us to unveil some aesthetic truth in
noise captured in Russolo’s La musica.
The identity of the musician is unknown, but we could speculate that it might be Luigi’s
father who was an organist of note. It could even be Luigi Russolo himself, who was a trained
keyboardist. The painting might also be a rendering of a Russolophone, a master keyboard
prototype Russolo designed, intending to control all of his intonarumori noise instruments, but it
never came to fruition (EstorikCollection.com).
Russolo employs dark and jeweled tones, intentionally directing our imaginations toward
the idea of deep, loud, and complex acoustical emanations. The weight of the colors provides a
correlation to the weight of the notes coming off of the instrument, which also must be dark and
heavy. The concentric circles imply rhythm patterns, while the blue ribbon might indicate
melody. The masks depict the complex emotional responses to the music possibly indicating
dissonance and discord, some of Russolo’s trademarks.
The image, as with Russolo’s noise compositions, is disturbing yet captivating. This is an
intrinsic attribute of experiencing the new and novel, which in Burke’s assessment of the sublime
and the beautiful would produce an emotional response. Electro-acoustic music researcher Gary
Kendall states something similar, “Listening to music gives rise to a confluence of feelings and
emotions, sensations and thoughts all at once and constantly changing. In large part, this ongoing
confluence occurs because mental activity unfolds in multiple, simultaneous layers”
(garykendall.net). Kendall terms this “feeling blend.” Russolo would likely concur with this
statement as it pertains to the noises of the modern city stating, “He will still find noises in which
he can feel new and unexpected emotion” (50). In La musica, he attempts to capture these
resulting complex or blended emotions experienced from noise in paint. Though the restrained
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noise and emotions in the paint may involve an act of violence. Derrida speaks to the violence of
imagination in the following passage, “But the violence is here done by the imagination, not by
reason. The imagination turns this violence against itself, it mutilates itself, ties itself, binds
itself, sacrifices itself and conceals itself, gashes itself [s’entaille] and robs itself” (The Truth In
Painting 131). In a manner of speaking, Russolo captures noise and emotions and fixes them
onto canvas by imprisoning them in paint.
With respect to La musica, Russolo forces noise into paint, essentially restraining it onto
the parergon of a canvas much as a child might force a traumatic event into repression. Maté
explains that if we to force a memory or emotion into repression, even unconsciously, is to
perpetuate violence on ourselves:
When emotions are repressed, as Mary [one of Maté’s palliative care patients] had to do
in her childhood search for security, this inhibition disarms the body’s defences against
illness. Repression—dissociating emotions from awareness and relegating them to the
unconscious realm—disorganizes and confuses our physiological defences so that in
some people these defences go awry, becoming the destroyers of health rather than its
protectors. (7)
In his experience as a medical practitioner, Maté has found that repression often leads to
autoimmune disorders or cancer in some patients (7). Though, at least in art, there is something
to be gained from perpetuating this violence, as Derrida explains:
The imagination gains what it loses. It gains by losing. The imagination organizes the
theft (Beraubung) of its own freedom, it lets itself be commanded by a law other than that
of the empirical use which determines it with a view to an end. But by this violent
renunciation, it gains in extension (Erweirerung) and in power (Macht). The potency is
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greater than what it scarifies, and although the foundation remains hidden from it, the
imagination has the feeling of sacrifice and theft at the same time as that of the cause
(Ursache) to which it submits. (The Truth in Painting 131)
Russolo perpetrates a violent act by committing noise to paint in La musica. But, within the
frame of a parergon, imaginative violence within the frame of a parergon produces a new
perspective. Forcing an auditory experience into a visual realm is violent yet imaginative,
producing a synesthetic experience.
Russolo’s fascination with synesthesia is clear in this painting, and according to Chessa,
synesthesia was an area of great interest for both Russolo and the Futurists (98). Synesthesia is
the phenomenon of perceiving an experience typically perceived with one sense with another
sensory organ. For example, sound is typically perceived with the ear, but Russolo translates it to
the eye in La musica. This “disorder” was initially thought to be rare, but Oliver Sacks, author
and professor of neurology at the New York University School of Medicine, states that it may
not be. Sacks notes that this ability is most often observed in musicians. He describes it here:
Of all the different forms of synesthesia, musical synesthesia—especially color effects
experienced while listening to or thinking of music—is one of the most common, and
perhaps the most dramatic. We do not know if it is more common in musicians or
musical people, but musicians are, of course, more likely to be aware of it, and many of
the people who have recently described their musical synesthesias to me have been
musicians. (180)
This seems to be at work in Russolo’s painting, as he transgresses the typical parergon of
hearing for noise and translates it into sight with visual imagery. In so doing, noise is given
shape, color, and texture.
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As Sacks points out above, it is not uncommon for synesthetes to interpret musical tone
as color, but I venture to say that we all do this to some degree because of the great overlap
between auditory and visual language. Words such as “tone,” “texture,” “color,” and
“resonance,” exist in both the auditory and visual realms. For example, in painting, “tone” refers
to the lightness or darkness of a color. In music, however, “tone” is defined as a periodic sound
that encompasses pitch, duration, timbre, and intensity, all of which in turn affect musical
“coloration.” Both light and sound are waveforms, so it makes sense that there would be some
synesthetic and parergonal overlap. Physicist and physician Hermann von Helmholtz noted this
over one hundred years ago in On the Sensations of Tone, pointing out that we are sometimes
unable to localize where the sense-perception originates, so it is perceived synesthetically (62).
The parergonal boundaries of the senses are crossed, thus deconstructing the work, but a
parergon is necessary to contextualize meaning. Words are framed by their definitions and
combinations, so they are contained in a parergon, which imparts structure and meaning just like
a frame that surrounds a painting imparts meaning.
Let us return to La musica to find out if there are more parerga at play. From the
photograph on the Estorick’s website, we see that the painting hangs on the wall surrounded by a
simple gold frame among other art of the Italian Futurist collection. The frame protects and
supports the painting, but it also gives the work legitimacy. If the work is framed and hanging in
a gallery (another frame), it speaks to its worthiness to hang in the collection. A frame imparts
meaning. Another parergon is that it is housed in a Grade II listed Georgian townhome located
in London (estorickcollection.com). La musicia’s presence in this historic mansion suggests that
a level of affluence would be required to assemble such a collection. And does the fact that a
collection of Futurist paintings residing in England instead of Italy shift the meaning of the
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parergon as well? This inquiry demonstrates that there are multiple parerga at play in a work of
art. Each parergon shifts the meaning and shows that frames are necessary. They are multifaceted but unstable elements. That brings us back to the question of what exactly is the
parergon in painting? Is it the frame that surrounds the painting, the bars that stretch the canvas,
the canvas that holds the paint, the paint which captures the imagination? The parergonal
boundaries in the painting are not as clear as we had initially thought. But noise seems to be
much more unstable than a painting. More inquiry is necessary to understand the implications of
the parergon.
Let us consider clothing in order to better understand the parergon. Clothing seems to be
a supplement when considering the beauty of the human form. Kant certainly thinks this to be
the case. He explains in this passage in the Critique of Judgement:
Even what is called ornamentation, (parerga), i.e. what is only an adjunct, and not an
intrinsic constitution in the complete representation of an object, in augmenting the
delight of taste does so only by means of its form. Thus it is with the frames of pictures or
the drapery on statues, or the colonnades of palaces. But if the ornamentation does not
itself enter into the composition of the beautiful form — if it is introduced like a gold
frame merely to win approval for the picture by means of its charm — it is then called
finery and takes away from the genuine beauty. (57)
From this statement, we can conclude that Kant deems clothing as an extra or a supplement.
However, is this true? In the previous example of La musica, the frame seems to impart meaning
and context as well as support for the work. This seems essential, so maybe clothing, too, is more
than finery as well. Derrida ponders this as well, “One wonders, too, where to have the clothing
commence. Where does a parergon begin and end. Would any garment be a paregon” (The
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Truth In Painting 57)? On the surface, it seems clear that clothing is not part of the body, but it
hardly seems optional, especially in polite society. And what might noise have to do with
clothing or the body? Surely, noise resides outside of both the clothing and the body, or does it?
What if noise could be captured in the very fabric of a garment or even the body?
The noise in Russolo’s painting is captured in the parerga of paint and canvas, canvas,
and frame to be later liberated by the viewer’s imagination. Noise can also be captured and
retained in other media. The earliest instance of this occurred in1877 and is credited to Thomas
Edison, who captured the human voice on tin foil. Kittler describes the event:
Edison understood. A month later he coined a new term for his telephone addition:
phonograph. On the basis of this experiment, the mechanic Kruesi was given “the
assignment to build an apparatus that would etch acoustic vibrations onto a rotating
cylinder covered with tinfoil. While he or Kruesi was turning the handle, Edison once
again screamed into the mouthpiece-this time the nursery rhyme "Mary Had a Little
Lamb." Then they moved the needle back, let the cylinder run a second time-and the first
phonograph replayed the screams. The exhausted genius, in whose phrase genius is 1
percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration, slumped back. Mechanical sound
recording had been invented. "Speech has become, as it were, immortal." (21)
The acoustical energy of Edison’s voice as he shouted into a transducer was captured as the
needle cut a groove into a rotating foil (later wax) cylinder. Edison later built one of the first
record labels around his invention. However, there was no real means to mass-produce the
recordings. Copies were made by having the musician(s) perform the piece over and over again.
The process became slightly more efficient when copies were able to be made from a master
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recording. The master was played on one machine and then sent to multiple recording machines.
Despite this development, though, the process was still cumbersome.
Later advancements brought reel-to-reel magnetic tape recording. This medium consists
of a plastic film coated with iron oxide filings adhered to its surface. These oxide filings are
capable of retaining a magnetic charge. When electricity is applied with a recording head, the
magnetic particles align, and the acoustical energy is retained on the iron oxide filings. This
became the standard, professional means of capturing, storing, and reproducing sound. Later, a
consumer version called the cassette was produced. By encasing the tape in a small plastic
housing, recording and recordings became more accessible to the consumer. However, this
media had certain limitations, like an increased noise floor.30 But what does this have to do with
the parergon of clothing?

ALYCE SANTORO: SONIC FABRIC-THE GALICIAN-EDITION
A smart shiny suit, a ruffled skirt with a cinched waist, unconventional, improvisational
patterns woven into traditional, cultural garb, these customary garments are stylish yet noisy,
giving them a strange and uncanny nature. Derrida relates the word “strange” to the
untranslatable, as he to attempts to deconstruct the meaning of Cezanne’s statement, “the truth in
painting.” Derrida states:
Not that the idiom "of the truth in painting" is simply untranslatable, I mean the idiom of
the locution, for the quotation marks are not enough to assure us of it: it could be a matter
of the idiom of truth in painting, of that to which this strange locution seems to be able to
refer and which can already be understood in a multitude of ways. Untranslatable: this
locution is not absolutely so. In another language, given enough space, time, and

186
endurance, it might be possible for long discourses to propose laborious approaches to it.
But untranslatable it remains in its economic performance, in the ellipsis of its trait, the
word by word, the word for word, or the trait for trait in which it contracts: as many
words, signs, letters, the same quantity or the same expense for the same semantic
content, with the same revenue of surplus value. That is what interests me, this "interest,"
when I say: "I am interested in the idiom of truth in painting." You can always try to
translate. (4-5)
The strangeness which lies in this phrase, “the truth in painting,” is that we can never grasp its
exact meaning. As Derrida indicates, it could have different significances in other languages and
in other contexts, and each reader might emphasize different words, which would shift the
meaning. We can never be completely certain of what this very simple yet very complex phrase
is trying to say. This may leave us feeling uneasy. It is very human to fear the unknown as a lack
of knowledge may pose a threat. Levine explains, “When we are unable to correctly identify
what is threatening us, all trauma sufferers unwittingly set our own traps” (158). Levine might
mean a return to the trauma because it is familiar. It might seem strange to link trauma to fabric
but let us investigate further in order to learn if it applies to Santoro’s Gallaecian-edition.
According to the documentation, all of the garments in the collection are constructed with
Santoro’s signature SONIC FABRIC, which is a conceptual yet functional fabric derived by
weaving cassette tapes together with polyester thread. It is described in an article by Noémie
Jennifer as such, “For over 12 years, [Santoro] has been working with Sonic Fabric, a textile
made of 50% repurposed cassette tape and 50% polyester thread. The surface retains its
magnetic—and thus, audible—properties. When a tape head is dragged across, the fabric emits
muddled, overlapping sounds—the intangible fragments of original recordings” (vice.com). This
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is art that can be worn on the body as well as performed, so what is the parergon of this work? Is
the body the parergon or the ergon? Is the fabric inside or outside of the work? Is the noise
contained within the fabric supplemental or integral? Kant would have us believe that clothing is
a parergon, an extra (57). However, Kant’s assertion does not neatly apply in this case.
Additionally, for Kant, natural beauty is the purest form of beauty (56). This includes the
human body, and for him, anything added to this pure form detracts from its beauty. In the
Critique of Judgement, Kant defines clothing as an adjunct, ornamentation, finery, or as a
parergon, which detracts from the beauty of the human form (75). But what exactly is the
parergon in Santoro’s fabric? Is it the noise contained within the garment? Is the garment a
parergon to the body or the body a parergon to the fabric? It seems strange and even uncanny
that we are left in lack with regards to this question. This lack of definition creates tension, as we
are left with unknowns. This lack leaves us with unclear boundaries and many unanswered
questions. Perhaps we will unveil some answers with further investigation.

Figure 25: Alyce Santoro: Galician-edition of SONIC FABRIC – Santiago de Compostala, Spain,
alycesantoro.com
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The Galician-edition of SONIC FABRIC is a collaboration between Sinsal Audio and the
Cidade da Cultura de Galicia. Selected artists contributed sixty tracks ranging from music,
sounds, and spoken word from around the region. The recordings were then woven together,
making the fabric very noisy. Students from the University of Vigo then designed traditional
Galician costumes using the fabric. The project was not only displayed but performed. The
performance took place on December 11, 2011. On this project, Santoro says:
in fact, i believe that anytime ideas, inspiration, cultures, technologies meet in a spirit of
earnest and mutual respect, generosity, reciprocity, and collaboration, evolution happens.
i find improvisational music to be a pure, profound, and immediate expression of
precisely this phenomenon. while improvisational music has long been extremely
appealing to me, it is a rare and precious treat to find fellow musicians with whom to
create it. (sonicfabric)
Santoro claims purity, whereas Kant would deem it impure. It is a hybrid, and in his estimation,
hybridity cannot be pure (55). However, we are yet again brought to the question, what is the
parergon within Santoro’s Galician-edition? Is the clothing a supplement, an extra, and what of
the noise retained in the fabric? Perhaps Derrida’s assessment of Kant’s supplement will unveil
an answer. He states:
Hors-d’oeuvres, then, the clothes of statues, which both decorate and veil their nudity.
Hors-d’oeuvres stuck onto the edging of the work nonetheless, and to the edging of the
represented body to the extent that — such is the argument — they supposedly do not
belong to the whole of the representation. What is represented in the representation would
be the naked and natural body; the representative essence of the statue would be related
to this and the only beautiful thing in the statue would be that representation; it alone
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would be essentially, purely, and intrinsically beautiful, “the proper object of a pure
judgment of taste.” (The Truth In Painting 57)
This points out Kant’s premise of pure beauty and how the extras obscure it, but then Derrida
argues, “We think we know what properly belongs to the human body, what is detached or not
detached from it — even though the parergon is precisely an ill-detachable detachment” (The
Truth In Painting 59). Derrida brings into question whether the detachable should be considered
outside of the work of art. If draperies are carved into a statue, they become an “ill-detachable
detachment.” It seems that this applies to the recorded noise within Santoro’s fabric. SONIC
FABRIC too is a border and a parergon for the Galician-edition, but it is also the ergon. The
noise could also be a parergon, but it is also part of the work. The noise can be liberated from the
fabric by running the playback head of a modified Walkman over it in performance, but like the
drapery on a statue, the noise itself cannot be easily separated from the fabric. The noise, in this
case, is also an “ill-detachable detachment.” The matter is quite complex, and I will soon add to
this complexity. Whereas Santoro claims purity with this work, I claim uncanniness as I apply
my own parergon. The noise buried in the fabric, in my opinion, has some ominous truth to
reveal, which I will explain momentarily.
In “Passe-Partout,” the opening chapter of The Truth In Painting, Derrida refers to
Cézanne’s statement which he interprets as odd, “I OWE YOU THE TRUTH IN PAINTING
AND I WILL TELL IT TO YOU” (2). Interpreting the statement as odd, Derrida continues:
A strange utterance. The speaker is a painter. He is speaking, or rather writing, for this is
a letter and this “bon mot” is more easily written than spoken. He is writing, in a
language which shows nothing. He causes nothing to be seen, describes nothing, and
represents even less. The sentence in no way operates in the mode of statement/assertion
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[constat], it says nothing and represents even less. The sentence says nothing outside the
event which it constitutes but it commits the signatory with an utterance which the
theorists of speech acts would here call “performative” more precisely with that sort of
performative which they call “promise.” (3)
Cézanne’s odd statement contains the promise of a message, yet the significance of that promise
remains veiled. The performative aspect may reveal some meaning in this statement, but it is
impossible to know the statement’s exact meaning. This statement leaves us in lack with an
unknowable number of questions.
Even the chapter title, “Passe-Partout,” has several meanings. In French, it can be
translated as passes or a passageway. Another possible interpretation is “passkey” or “master
key.” In fine art framing, the “passe-partout” is an overmat, a matboard with an opening to allow
the image to show through. The overmat also serves as a layer between the image and the glass,
providing protection, yet simultaneously it obscures part of the image. Derrida alerts us to the
untranslatable nature of Cézanne’s statement by framing it in a chapter with an untranslatable
title. This lack causes a brush against the REAL, a time before we enter into language.
Starting in the introduction of Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, Kittler equates audio
recording with the Lacanian REAL, as we learn from translators Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and
Michael Wutz in the introduction:
The real is in turn identified with phonography, which, regardless of meaning or intent,
records all the voices and utterances produced by bodies, thus separating the signifying
function of words (the domain of the imaginary in the discourse network of 1800) as well
as their materiality (the graphic traces corresponding to the symbolic) from unseeable and
unwritable noises. The real "forms the waste or residue that neither the mirror of the
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imaginary nor the grid of the symbolic can catch: the physiological accidents and
stochastic disorder of bodies" (16). Hence, the distinctions of Lacanian psychoanalysis,
what Bolz calls a "media theory of the unconscious," appear as the "theory" or " historical
effect" of the possibilities of information processing existent since the beginning of this
century. (xxviii)
Though it may be a relief that we can never return to this period, an encounter with the REAL is
traumatizing because it results from a loss of language. As Bessel van der Kolk notes, “All
trauma is preverbal” (43). He then goes on to say:
Even years later traumatized people often have enormous difficulty telling other people
what has happened to them. Their bodies reexperience terror, rage, and helplessness, as
well as the impulse to fight or flee, but these feelings are almost impossible to articulate.
Trauma by nature drives us to the edge of comprehension, cutting us off from language
based on common experience or an imaginable past. (ibid).
This is what makes the Galician-edition uncanny. We can never know the exact meaning of the
noise contained within the fabric. It is stored like trauma in the body. But how can I equate the
noise in this instance to trauma? Perhaps evidence might be found in the examination of the
Galician region.
Galicia is rich in Spanish beauty, pride, and culture. However, it also possesses a
traumatic past. The area was originally the home to Hispano-Celtic tribes, whose existence
included many internal territorial scrimmages as well as external wars. Despite this, each tribe
retained its individual identity, that was until the Roman conquest forced survivors to assimilate
into Latin culture. The modern age was not any kinder. In the fascist period following the Civil
War of the 1930s, the Galician people suffered the banning of their language, culture, and
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traditions as a result of fascism. In a sense, the people of this region were silenced yet again;
their words were literally taken away from them in another brush with the Lacanian REAL. The
aftermath of the civil war left the inhabitants with profound psychological wounding
(Henricksen). Though their largely passive response to these infractions kept the Galicians alive,
but as a collective, they still experienced trauma. And collective trauma, which unless processed,
is passed down as a legacy from generation to generation (Maté 51).
Before returning to Santoro’s Galician-edition, let us first attempt to gain a better
understanding of trauma. According to Peter Levine, the traumatized person presents four
components in varying amounts: hyperarousal, constriction, dissociation, and freezing, which
will likely result in feelings of helplessness (132). Animals simply shake off trauma, but it is not
as simple for humans; as Levine continues that “due to our highly developed brains, the process
of leaving the immobility state becomes more complicated for humans. The fear of experiencing
terror, rage, and violence toward oneself or others, or of being overwhelmed by the energy
discharged in the mobilization process, keeps the human immobility response in place” (103104). Kittler notes that in this respect, recordings act like a secondary nervous system that retains
the past (280). Bessel van der Kolk adds:
If for some reason the normal response is blocked — for example, when people are held
down, trapped, or otherwise prevented from taking effective action, being in a war zone,
a car accident, domestic violence, or rape—the brain keeps secreting chemicals, and the
brain’s electrical circuits continue to fire in vain. Long after the actual event has passed,
the brain may keep sending signals to the body to escape a threat that no longer exists.
(54)
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Because of the neurochemical activation, trauma can cause an array of both psychological and
physiological symptoms in the individual affecting various bodily systems including, the
stomach, kidneys, heart, and metabolic rate (Van der Kolk 84). Therefore, unresolved trauma can
create psychological symptoms as well as chronic illness in the individual.
Kittler equates the recording of sound to an unconscious groove etched in the brain. He
states:
Upon speaking into a phonograph, the vibrations of one's voice are transferred to a point
that engraves lines onto a metal plate that correspond to the uttered sounds-uneven
furrows, more or less deep, depending on the nature of the sounds. It is quite probable
that in analogous ways, invisible lines are incessantly carved into the brain cells, which
provide a channel for nerve streams. If, after some time, the stream encounters a channel
it has already passed through, it will once again proceed along the same path. The
cells vibrate in the same way they vibrated the first time; psychologically,
these similar vibrations correspond to an emotion or a thought analogous to
the forgotten emotion or thought. (31)
The unintelligible recorded noise, that is embedded within in the fabric of the Galician-edition
serves as a strange and uncanny metaphor for the buried and unconscious trauma that the people
of the Galician region have experienced across the centuries. Levine explains how trauma can be
spread unconsciously through generations, saying that “trauma can be self-perpetuating. Trauma
begets trauma and will continue to do so, eventually crossing generations in families,
communities, and countries until we take steps to contain its propagation. At the moment, the
work of transforming trauma within groups of people is still in its infancy” (9-10). Maté adds
that “the central issue is the unintentional transmission of stress and anxiety across the
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generations” (217). Embedded, repressed, and unresolved trauma could be likened to a passepartout. It adds a layer of protection yet obscures the whole picture, which affects both the
individual and the cultural collective. Because trauma is not always consciously perceived, yet it
is felt, it is uncanny.
Levine notes that “traumatic symptoms are not caused by the “triggering” event itself.
They stem from the frozen residue of energy that has not been resolved and discharged; this
residue remains trapped in the nervous system where it can wreak havoc on our bodies and
spirits” (19). This might be why Kittler equates recording technology to a secondary nervous
system which retains the past (280).
Levine proposes a system of somatic work he terms “Somatic Experiencing” to help
discharge unresolved trauma from the body. He explains that “it is essential that the unresolved
activation locked in the nervous system be discharged. This transformation has nothing to do
with memory. It has to do with the process of completing our survival instincts” (215). To put it
simply and briefly, it is a process of recognizing bodily sensations that stem from past trauma
and then, working with movement. The process aids to complete the flight response that was
denied at the time of the traumatic event. In this sense, this type of somatic work has a
performative quality to it, which returns us to Santoro’s work and Derrida.
Cézanne’s quote “I OWE YOU THE TRUTH IN PAINTING AND I WILL TELL IT TO
YOU” holds a performative promise, as Derrida notes:
Performative supplementarily is thus open to infinity. With no descriptive or “constative”
reference, the promise makes an event (it “does something” in uttering) provided that this
possibility is assured by a certain conventional framing, in other words a context marked
by performative fiction. Henceforth the promise does not make an event as does any
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“speech act”: as a supplement to the act which it is or constitutes it “produces” a singular
event which depends on the performative structure of the utterance—a promise. But by
way of another supplement, the object of this promise, that which is promised by the
promise, is another performative, a “saying” which might well be—we do not yet know
this—a “painting” which neither says nor describes anything etc. (3)
The noisy recordings contained within Santoro’s SONIC FABRIC are a passe-partout,
adding a layer of protection to obscure repressed portions of the painful truth. The performative
aspect of the Galician-edition serves to unveil a portion of the noise/trauma trapped in the
subconscious or on the recorded secondary nervous system. This aesthetic noise, in my opinion,
represents the trauma of the Galician past. The act of rubbing the tape head of the modified
Walkman over the clothing in performance creates a discharge, which releases the noisy past
trauma. Though we must be cautious, because, as Levine notes, “Discharge is precisely what we
need, but when it begins to happen, the effect can be terrifying and intolerable, in part because
the energy released is perceived to be negative. Because of this fear, we typically suppress the
energy or at best discharge it incompletely” (152). This is an aspect that makes the work
uncanny, but the performance of noise is an attempt to raise our tolerances to the perceived
negative discharge. Derrida’s promise in the performative — to unveil truth — is fulfilled, at
least in part.

ALMOST TOO MUCH
However, like noise, the unveiling of trauma can be overwhelming and unbearable, and
the performance to discharge trauma somatically or noise sonically can often seem like too
much. Derrida notes, “A concept can be too big, almost too big for presentation” (The Truth in
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Painting 125). He later goes on to say, “The almost too forms the singular originality, without
edging or simple overspill, or of the colossal” (ibid). This statement also suggests that the almost
too muchness leads to its own undoing, deconstructing itself into annihilation. In the case of
noise, even if its presentation is unbearably loud, it will always decay to the point where it is no
longer perceivable, thus annihilating itself. It seems as if the quality of the experience of too
muchness and the annihilation both align with the sublime, yet neither can be contained under
the concept. Derrida continues, “But there cannot, it seems, be a parergon for the sublime”
(127). However, if there is no parergon for the sublime, then how do we define it? And if we
somehow can define it by equating it to trauma/noise, could it overwhelm us to the point that we
no longer know who we are in its presence? Could it present a lack that threatens our very being?
Before continuing, let us delve a bit deeper into the sublime. Kant attributed the sublime
to the “absolutely great” (81), confirming the too muchness of it to fully comprehend it with our
senses.
Burke specifically links the sublime to the overwhelming sensation of pain. On this he states:
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say,
whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a
manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. (36)
Burke goes on to inform us that sight is not the only sense that is capable of experiencing the
pain of terror. He notes that intense noise is capable of overwhelming the soul and confusing the
mind (75). This makes sense as loud noises activate our auditory startle response, causing an
involuntary neurochemical response, which causes us to fight or flee the scene. It acts faster than
sight as danger is often heard before it is seen and faster than our neocortex can apply reason to
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determine whether or not the source is a threat. Burke observes this phenomenon especially with
sudden sound, “In every thing [sic] sudden and unexpected, we are apt to start; that is, we have a
perception of danger, and our nature rouses us to guard against it” (76). Horowitz confirms that
the arousal from fear and disorientation as the result of a loud and sudden noise grabs our
attention and hijacks our emotions. On this he states:
These two features seem remarkably different, but are both based on getting you to
change your response to your environment before conscious thought takes over. The
long, subtle buildup of arousal that occurs as you realize that something is wrong with
your environment when you don’t hear things you expect and the sudden onslaught of
fear and the associated physical responses that occur when you hear a sudden, unexpected
sound out of your line of sight show how these two systems are interrelated. Hearing is
the sensory system that operates fast enough to underlie both. (104)
In the case of a loud and/or sudden noise, survival mechanisms function more quickly than
reasoning so that we do not think but rather react to move out of harm’s way. If our reasoning
were flawed, we might die, so the auditory startle response overrides this. However, it is possible
that we may become so overwhelmed by the sensation of loud and sudden noise that we freeze,
unable to do anything. Levine describes this occurrence as “the ‘immobility’ or ‘freezing’
response. It is one of the three primary responses available to reptiles and mammals when faced
with an overwhelming threat” (16). When this happens, we enter into a mode of shutdown,
unable to move or speak. We are literally scared stiff. It is in this moment of terror that we
encounter the Lacanian experience of the REAL. Jacqueline Rose briefly describes the REAL in
this passage:
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Lacan termed the order of language the symbolic, that of the ego and its identifications
the imaginary (The stress, therefore, is quite deliberately on symbol and image, the idea
of something which ‘stands in’). The real was then his term for the moment of
impossibility onto which both are grafted, the point of that moment of endless return. (31)
The REAL is a developmental phase of pre-lingual helplessness before the child individuates to
for his/her own identity. As Rose explains, a full return is an impossibility; however, we have
moments when we do return. In cases like these, we find ourselves tongue-tied, unable to find
the words to speak, and at worst, we lose our memories and even our identities to trauma.
The ego, which serves as a parergon for the self can be overwhelmed by noisy trauma.
An experience such as this can trigger terror returning the subject to the Lacanian REAL. Van
der Kolk describes a similar phenomenon in which trauma patients lack the words or even
memories to describe the event(s). Not having the words to describe one’s feelings or emotions is
referred to in psychotherapy as alexithymia. He continues that “many traumatized children and
adults simply cannot describe what they are feeling because they cannot identify what their
physical sensations mean” (100). Additionally, to prove this point, van der Kolk cites a study
conducted by Dr. Ruth Lanius where sixteen “normal” Canadians and eighteen trauma survivors
were selected. She instructed all of the subjects to think of nothing in particular while she
conducted brain scans. What Dr. Lanius’ study showed is that in the “normal” Canadians, areas
of the brain like the anterior cingulate, the parietal cortex, and the insula — all of which related
to our sense of self — were activated when they were told to think of nothing in particular. These
areas remained dormant in the trauma survivors (92-93). Dr. van der Kolk makes the following
conclusion from Dr. Lanius’ results: “There could be only one explanation for such results: In
response to the trauma itself, and coping with the dread that persisted long afterward, these
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patients had learned to shut down the brain areas that transmit the visceral feelings and emotions
that accompany and define terror” (94). The survivors literally shut down parts of themselves in
the wake of trauma, both speaking to the overwhelming too muchness of the sublime, which
causes a brush with the REAL. Derrida relates this contorted self to violence in the following
statement, “…violence done to the senses. But the violence is here done by the imagination, not
by reason. The imagination turns this violence against itself, it mutilates itself, ties itself, binds
itself, sacrifices itself and conceals itself, gashes itself [s’entaille] and robs itself” (The Truth in
Painting 131). Part of the psyche of trauma patients, it seems, is committed to the abyss, unable
to explain and unable to free itself from its ensnarement. In this sense, the sublime, trauma, and
noise possess many commonalities.
Derrida points out that the sublime is associated with excess, the too much, the overspill
of the parergon. However, he also poses this question which initially seems contradictory: “…if
phenomenalization is to be admitted, why would the sublime be the absolutely large and not the
absolutely small” (136)? Kant does not seem to address this issue, but Burke speaks of the small
by equating it to beauty and love. On this he states:
And what degree of extent prevails in bodies, that are held beautiful, may be gathered
from the usual manner of expression concerning it. I am told that in most languages, the
objects of love are spoken of under diminutive epithets. It is so in all the languages of
which I have any knowledge. In Greek the ιov,* and other diminutive terms, are almost
always the terms of affection and tenderness. (102)
From this passage, it seems unlikely that Burke would associate the small with the sublime.
However, if we consider that neither noise nor trauma are not generally is perceived with the eye,
both can seem, in a sense, to be small. Invisible sound particle displacement can reach such great
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intensities causing pain and even damage, yet it cannot be seen. To also examine the work of
Levine and van der Kolk, we find that the unseen, unremembered, dissociated trauma can lodge
in the body, causing enormous psychological and/or physiological maladies. It seems that, in
light of this, there is validity in some cases to equate smallness with the sublime.
Again, Burke attributes smallness to beauty and love (107), but could it ever be attributed
to noise? Perhaps with a shift in the parergon, we might ask if noise could be associated with
compassion and mercy?
SUNN O))): KANNON

Figure 26: Sunn O))): Kannon – Cover art sculpture “comets” by Angela Bolliger, Photographed
by Robyn Vickers

In 2015, the drone metal band Sunn O))), known for its extreme volume and elongated
progressions, released the album Kannon named after the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy. Kannon,
also known as Kuan Yin, Guan Yin, or Guanyin, can be translated to “the one who hears the
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cries of the world.” In other words, the Goddess hears the suffering of all and extends her mercy
and compassion. In the album’s liner notes, Aliza Shvarts says:
Mercy here depends on the flexing of an open aperture, the ample depths of a cavity or
hole. This capacity to take things is marked in this formulation and elsewhere as
feminine. In various cultural discourses, the female body is formulated as both excess and
emptiness, structured by the supposed mystery of reproduction: how a body yields other
bodies, how the hollow space of the womb bears forth. The female form — or more
specifically, the culturally bound concepts of femininity that arise from and attach to it —
become a stage for this philosophical question of how out of nothing can come
something.” (5-6)
Shvarts notes the opening or lack in the female form in this passage, yet she reflects that this
opening can produce something from nothing. Lacan reflects on Freud’s argument that a woman
is incomplete because she lacks a penis, but he goes further by stating:
To say that the penis represents in the imaginary ‘a more satisfying nipple’, can therefore,
in no way help us to grasp the subjective import of the perception of the female genital
organ. Rather it tends to elide what Freud so emphatically stressed as a confrontation
with lack, whose essential link with the function of representation as such he immediately
underlined, and which, as something which can be designated in the real, necessarily
refers to the dimension of the symbolic (since there is nothing missing in the real). (113)
Though there is lack in the real, Lacan claims that nothing is missing. Shvarts suggests the same
as she describes the concept of the feminine, where excess and emptiness exist simultaneously.
Could something come from nothing in Derrida’s abyss? It is almost too much to confront
nothingness.
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Since Kannon is a deity in the Buddhist tradition, perhaps mediation might lead to
unveiling more understanding in this seemingly paradoxical situation. Could it provide answers
to the great and the small, the too much, and the abyss of the sublime? Yongey Mingyur
Rinpoche31 author of the The Joy of Living: Unlocking the Secret and Science of Happiness, says
that “the sense of openness people experience when they simply rest their minds is known in
Buddhist terms as emptiness, which is probably one of the most misunderstood words in
Buddhist philosophy” (59). Openness and emptiness are other words for nothingness, but within
the frame or parergon of meditation, emptiness does not invoke terror but peacefulness. In fact,
meditation has proven to be quite helpful in the face of such distressful things as trauma. On this,
van der Kolk says, “Mindfulness [meditation] puts us in touch with the transitory nature of our
feelings and perceptions. When we pay focused attention to our bodily sensations, we can
recognize the ebb and flow of our emotions and, with that, increase our control over them” (210).
When we meditate, we become our own witness, which allows us to observe rather than
react. It allows us to have more compassion for ourselves and others.
Rinpoche conveys something similar to van der Kolk, noting the particular usefulness of
meditating on an object like sound. He clarifies:
One of the great benefits of meditation on sound is that it gradually teaches you to detach
from assigning meaning to the various sounds you hear. You learn to listen to what you
hear without necessarily responding emotionally to the content. As you grow accustomed
to giving bare attention to sound simply as sound, you’ll find yourself able to listen to
criticism without becoming angry or defensive and able to listen to praise without
becoming overly proud or excited. You can simply listen to what other people say with a
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much more relaxed and balanced attitude, without being carried away by an emotional
response. (152)
Meditation helps us to build up tolerance to potentially negative experiences like noise. But is it
even possible to build our tolerance by using noise as a meditative focus when it can completely
overwhelm us triggering our fight, flee, or freeze response? The drone of Sunn O))) is
overwhelmingly loud, which should trigger these responses, but Lanre Bakare of The Guardian
shares a different experience in describing the aesthetic noise used in the album Kannon. Bakare
states:
A triptych, inspired in part by the Buddhist deity Guanyin Bodhisattva, Kannon is an
immersive exercise in metal meditation and repetition…It’s a daunting 30 minutes of
music, but there’s something surprisingly calming about Kannon, something that hints at
the hidden depths beneath Sunn O)))’s cloak-and-dagger routine. (The Guardian)
Though we get a sense of the album from this reviewer’s frame, I feel that it would be helpful to
describe it through my own filter. Note that, as I write this, I listen to loud, elongated, distorted
guitars and the growls of Attila Csihar’s voice as my puppy sleeps at my feet.
The drone of “Kannon 1” begins softly, gently, and unfolds in a similar manner to Indian
music. The drone serves as an anchor in the folk and classical music of India, the birthplace of
Buddhism. Indian modal structures are numerous, unlike the scales of Western music. David
Courtney explains the function of the drone in his article, “Drones In Indian Music” in the
following manner: “The function of the drone is to provide a firm harmonic base for the music”
(candrakantha.com). In the Western diatonic scale, the tonic note serves this purpose, meaning
that it is both the first and last note of a particular scale anchoring the tonality. However, Indian
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music contains numerous ways of organizing note patterns well beyond the traditional Western
scaler modes. Courtney further explains:
The tonic in Western music is implicit in the scale structure. There are amazingly few
modes used in Western music, so the mind unconsciously looks at the intervals between
the notes (e.g., whole-step, whole-step, half-step, etc.), and uses this structure to identify
the tonic. The numerous modes used in Indian music make this process nearly
impossible. Since virtually any combination of intervals may be found, it is clear that
another process for identifying the tonic must be used. It is the drone which functions to
unambiguously establish the tonic. The continuous sounding of one or more notes
provides the harmonic base for the performance. (candrakantha.com)
“Kannon 1” begins with a drone note of E emerging out of silence32 followed by a squealing
guitar A, G note entrance. It seems as if the progression may emerge in an E-minor scaler
pattern, but then a B-flat enters and later a B (0:00-1:21). This slow, noisy, and sustained guitar
progression deviates from the Western scale, which some listeners might find confusing and
overwhelming in much the same manner as trauma survivors react to triggering emotions. But
this is different. I believe that the drone, along with the slow-moving progressions, creates an
object of focus, which I find makes it meditative. I find the noise in this case both calming and
centering, yet the slow ascending and descending progressions suggest an emerging and
unveiling of a decentered center-ness.
Attila Csihar’s unintelligible, guttural growls surfaces from under the distorted guitar.
Perhaps this emulates the “cries of the world” of Kannon while simultaneously announcing her
emergence. The deity’s father, a brutal king, ordered Kannon’s execution for her disobedience in
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choosing monastic life over marriage (Chamberlayne 49). Csihar’s lyrics chronicle the unfolding
story. He writes/sings/growls:
The daughter of the cruel king
The tree misfortune to come
she allowed herself to die
at the hand of an executioner. (1)
The buried vocal serves as a metaphor for the suffering and trauma that can become embedded
deep within the body. As it begins to emerge, the sensation is often too much and is pushed down
again in an attempt to send it away, much like Kannon’s father did to her. His decree for her
execution is like trauma, which emerges in unexpected ways.
Sunn O)))’s noisy, musical progressions might evoke Kannon’s procession to the gallows
though its intensity confirms her strength. We learn later in the story that the sword, ax, and
arrow of the executioner shatter into a thousand pieces (Csihar 1). Like in meditation, Kannon’s
power lies in her surrender. Though hearing of this, her father attempts further suppression by
condemning her to hell. “Kannon 1” ends as the distorted guitars fade away, and we are left with
the cries of the world performed by Csihar and the anchor of the drone. Their fade to silence
signifies Kannon’s descent into the abyss of hell.
“Kannon 2” starts more abruptly than the first. Heavily distorted guitars depict the pain,
trauma and chaos of hell. Van der Kolk provides a possible account of a chaotic childhood:
Children who don’t feel safe in infancy have trouble regulating their moods and
emotional responses as they grow older. By kindergarten, many disorganized infants are
either aggressive or spaced out and disengaged, and they go to develop a range of
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psychiatric problems. They also show more physiological stress, and express in heart rate
variability, stress hormone response, and lower immune factors. (120)
This noisy and intense opening serves again as a metaphor for trauma. And perhaps Kannon
suffered from such a childhood given that her father would attempt to have her executed and then
banish her to hell. All seems lost as Kannon is consumed by the noise in this second movement.
However, a shimmering quality begins to emerge just after the two-minute mark, and the
composition begins to shift (2:14). The patterns begin to organize, and we perceive some of the
reoccurring progressions from “Kannon 1”. Recognition has orienting and grounding effects as
we being to trust the process of Kannon’s descent. Shvarts notes this as such:
As the composition unfurls, we can hear guitar drones recurring in a formal pattern. This
pattern, began in Kannon 1 and broken in Kannon 3 through the introduction and
choruses, could be described as a mantra-like repetition, cycling through of musical
phrases where return is inevitably marked by slight — fluctuations shaped through the
passage of time. The drones are not only held but actively played; the voice, when it
enters, chants. (8-9)
The use of mantra and chant are very common in Buddhist meditation practice; as Rinpoche
describes, “Mantra meditation is a very powerful technique that not only cultivates awareness,
but also, through the potency of syllables that have been recited by enlightened masters for
thousands of years, clears away layers of mental obscuration and increases our capacity to
benefit ourselves and others” (156-157). Csihar’s chanting documents Kannon’s time in hell:
She played such music
Flowers blossomed
And turned hell
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Into paradise. (2)
That meditative practices which use chants and mantras may allow us to reframe a hellish
existence just as Kannon was said to have done. The mantra becomes the parergon for
meditation, further validating Derrida’s premise that the parergon changes and evolves, thus
demonstrating that fixity is an illusion.
The abrupt, cut off ending of “Kannon 2” appears to leave us in the bardo, which in
Buddhism describes as a transition point in between states. It is a sublime moment of the REAL,
and it leaves us adrift in the abyss or the bardo, as Buddhists would say. However, if we are able
to sit with our discomfort, it is a time when our imagination can bring forth new insights and
clarity. Derrida describes this philosophical process as violent, mutilating, and eventually
sacrificing itself (The Truth in Painting 131). In this respect, the parergon exists simultaneously
as too much and infinitesimally small through the imagination. It is the breaking down and the
death of the old that gives birth to the new. There is a potential benefit to this violence as it gains
by losing, as Derrida notes (ibid). Again, this aspect is unveiled in Sunn O)))’s Kannon. By
sacrificing herself, Kannon descends into the depths of the abyss, leaving us adrift in the bardo.
This may symbolize a working through or reframing of trauma. This also demonstrates how
identity and ego are not fixed and can be changed for the better. “Kannon 3” suggests this as the
music takes on a triumphant quality, as Csihar’s lyrics tell of Kannon’s return to earth from the
suffering of the underworld:
Her light is waving
crossing the infinite worlds
expanding merging beginning and end. (2)
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Kannon returns to earth to “hear the cries of the world,” offering mercy and compassion to those
who suffer. Her mission is translated through the invisible medium of noise in Sunn O)))’s
Kannon. This, as Shvarts notes, not only penetrates us but also envelops us (7) within a sublime
that symbolizes both the colossal and the abyss. Another word for this might be emptiness, which
Rinpoche describes as follows:
While the Buddha did teach that the nature of the mind — in fact, the nature of all
phenomena — is emptiness, he didn’t mean that their nature was truly empty, like a
vacuum. He said it was emptiness, which in the Tibetan language is made up of two:
words: tongpa-nyi. The word tongpa means: empty,” but only in the sense of something
beyond our ability to perceive with our senses and our capacity to conceptualize. Maybe
a better translation would be “inconceivable” or “unnamable.” The word nyi meanwhile,
doesn’t have any particular meaning in everyday Tibetan conversation. But when added
to another word it conveys a sense of “possibility” — a sense that anything can arise,
anything can happen. So when Buddhists talk about emptiness, we don’t mean
nothingness, but rather an unlimited potential for anything to appear, change, or
disappear. (59-60)
This demonstrates that the concepts of the colossal and the abyss exist simultaneously in and
around the parergon as realized through the example of Sunn O)))’s album Kannon. From the
“negativity” of noise, something positive can emerge.

CONCLUSION
In examining the parergon, we find that the frame is more than an extra piece of material
that encloses a painting. It supports and makes the work possible. What this suggests is that the
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parergon is not extra but is integral to the work. Not only that, its discussion provides an
entrance into the philosophical discourse that puts the frame into conversation with the topics of
beauty and origin. Derrida demonstrates that the frame has significance beyond just an ordinary
ornament. And we have witnessed this through the medium of aesthetic noise in its different
iterations.
We initially began with the painting La musica by Luigi Russolo, which depicts a
mysterious performer playing a keyboard, as colorful faces express various emotions in response
to the depicted noisy music. The paregon seems like a fixed, stable extra, but we learn that this is
not necessarily the case. It is clear that without the frame, the painting couldn’t stand, but the
subject of the painting brings up other issues about frames, borders, and parerga. Another issue
relates to the senses. Clearly, a painting is perceived with the eye, or so we might think.
However, Russolo’s use of waves of color and facial expressions produce a synesthetic
experience producing an overlap of the senses which gives us the ability to see the noisy music,
hear the painting, and feel its emotiveness.
We followed that with an exploration of Alyce Santoro’s SONIC FABRIC GalicianEdition. This work raised many questions regarding the parergon. Is the clothing the frame for
the body? Is the noise contained on the cassette tape used in the fabric an extra? We even
examined the parergon of the work’s concept. Santoro frames it as a work of collaboration
between artists from Santiago de Compostela, Spain, students from the Universidad of Vigo, and
herself, which it certainly is, but by imparting my own parergon, I interpreted the noise
contained within the collection as intergenerational trauma which stems from the history of the
region. The performance of the work serves to reveal this truth and serves as a somatic means to
liberate the noise/trauma from the bodies of the traumatized.
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Finally, we considered the sublime nature of the parergon, continuing with Derrida’s
question as to whether or not the sublime could be small. We studied Sunn O)))’s album Kannon.
We followed the journey of Kannon, the Goddess of Mercy, to the depths of hell and back, as
well as the frame imparted on noise in this context. The meditative yet noisy quality of the album
simultaneously contains both the colossal and the abyss, the large and small, and something
coming from nothing.
Though Kant deems the parergon and extra, we find through Derrida’s assessment of the
frame and our investigation into what it means in the context of noise that it is not a supplement
as it would be impossible for the work to exist without it. Noise exposes the instability of the
frame as well as the work. What this exploration demonstrates is that the frame, as well as the
work of noise will eventually transgress its boundaries, deconstructing itself into the abyss to
later be reconstituted as something else, whether it be solid or sound.
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CHAPTER 6
The Transduction of the Abject
One thing that tends to be lost or slighted in all the literature about katharsis is the root sense of
washing or cleansing that gives it its force as a metaphor. Aristotle tells us that the imitation of
an action in a tragedy, by means of the fear and pity it makes us feel, ends in a cleansing of
feelings of that sort.
Joe Sax, Introduction, Poetics (12).

The noise had overtaken her. It had infiltrated her throat, assaulted her ears, filled her gut, and
penetrated her joints. No longer a little girl, the woman lay in bed as the noise threatened to
engulf her. She felt powerless to the chaos that swirled in her head and body. Then she
remembered the time when noise was fun; noise was play. She decided at that moment to
befriend the noise.

To review, I subjected aesthetic noise to the philosophical filters of Edmund Burke’s
sublime and the beautiful, Martin Heidegger’s alētheia and the four causes, and Jacques
Derrida’s premise of the parergon. We found that Burke’s empirical approach pairs well with
aesthetic noise. In using his philosophy, we learned that noise could be both sublime and
beautiful when used in art. This realization is informative, but the complexities of noise require
further filtering. The question as to whether noise could serve as a suitable art material was then
presented. Noise was then filtered through alētheia and the four causes as elucidated by
Heidegger. At first, gestell or enframement seemed to inhibit the validity of further investigation.
However, opening and expanding on Heidegger’s explication of alētheia and the four causes, we
found value in this filtering as it reveals additional information beyond our habitual
interpretations of noise. Expanding our understanding through filtering allows us to reframe
noise within Derrida’s prescription of the parergon. It too, unveiled additional information. We
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found that the parergon becomes a flexible structure that allows the work of noise to exist by
amplifying its artistic value. Therefore, it is not an extra or an hors d'oeuvres as Kant indicates
(57), nor is it entirely outside of the work, but it simultaneously inside and outside serving as an
integral part. A parergon provides the necessary borders to allow any artwork, including noise,
to exist. However, borders are porous, and noise does not respect them. The noise will leak out
and eventually decay, thus deconstructing the work, so it dies like a corpse, making it abject. In
this chapter, noise will be filtered through Kristeva’s psychoanalytic framework of abjection and
purification. In addition to her brand of Freudian psychoanalysis, other current clinical models
that prescribe a type of purification for trauma will also be explored.34
To return to the abject corpse, in this sense, noise decays like a corpse but more rapidly.
This demonstrates that all works, including humans, decay, transitioning from subject to object.
Thinking about this is unsettling, and Julia Kristeva confirms this. She describes the experience
of looking at a corpse in the Powers of Horrors by stating:
No, as in true theater, without makeup or masks, refuse and corpses show me what I
permanently thrust aside in order to live. These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are
what life withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the
border of my condition as a living being. My body extricates itself, as being alive, from
that border. Such wastes drop so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing
remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the limit—cadere, cadaver. If dung
signifies the other side of the border, the place where I am not and which permits me to
be, the corpse, the most sickening of waste, is a border that encroaches upon everything.
It is no longer I who expel, “I” is expelled. The border has become an object. How can I
be without border? (3-4)
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Death and decay remind us of the finality of life in a body that was referred to as “I” or “self.”
How do we define ourselves without our bodies? Viewing a corpse reminds us that our essence
will leave its shell, and we will go from subject to object. This decay is a truly terrifying. We
think of the self as permanent, but it is not. As a corpse, we cannot communicate. How do we
define ourselves without language? Noise thus foreshadows the state, in other words, death, in
which we will be left without language. This is because the startling quality of noise is capable of
removing our capabilities to speak, thus putting us momentarily on the border of subject and
object. Noise then quickly decays, serving as a metaphor for the terrifying encounter with the
sublime abyss.
Another disturbing aspect of our humanity is that we excrete waste. Humans urinate,
defecate, and bleed, casting off fragments that were once part of the self. Excrement is labeled as
disturbing and filthy, and the subject seeks to separate from it. Noise is also disturbing, but like
excrement, it is also a part of everyday life. It is nearly impossible to escape the din of traffic, the
random car alarm, a siren, the roar of a jet plane, or other racket and clamor. Noise pollution
permeates our lives. The Environmental Pollution Centers defines noise pollution as “…regular
exposure to elevated sound levels that may lead to adverse effects in humans or other living
organisms” (environmentalpollutioncenters.org). This type of exposure can lead to hearing loss
and a myriad of other maladies, including hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and
psychological ailments. As much as we would like to separate ourselves from noise, it is always
present. The experience of noise can also be traumatic, filling us with terror. Sudden and loud
noises trigger the auditory startle response. Daniel Levitin explains the mechanism:
The auditory startle is the fastest and arguably the most important of our startle
responses. This makes sense: In the world we live in, surrounded by a blanket of
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atmosphere, the sudden movement of an object—particularly a large one—causes an air
disturbance. This movement of air molecules is perceived by us as sound. The principle
of redundancy dictates that our nervous system needs to be able to react to sound input
even if it becomes partially damaged. The deeper we look inside the brain, the more we
find redundant pathways, latent circuits, and connections among systems that we weren’t
aware of before. These secondary systems serve an important survival function… A
vestigial or supplementary auditory system also appears to be in place involving the
cerebellum. This preserves our ability to react quickly—emotionally and with
movement—to potentially dangerous sounds. (444-445)
This activation floods the system with adrenaline, norepinephrine, cortisol, and other chemicals
to activate alertness and propel the body into motion to escape or confront the danger. However,
if the noise is so overwhelming, it can cause a freeze response, where chemicals are released to
prepare the body for a less painful death. Either way, the release of stress hormones can increase
blood pressure and blood sugar. They interfere with immune function and halt nonessential
processes in the moment of danger like digestion, reproduction, and growth (mayoclinic.com).
Under normal circumstances, stress hormone levels return to normal unless the threat is
perceived as constant.
Though the noise may fade, the traumatic experience of it may not. As you might
remember from the previous chapter, noise can serve as a metaphor for trauma because trauma
and noise are both difficult to articulate. Van der Kolk explains why:
All trauma is preverbal. Under extreme conditions people may scream obscenities, call
for their mothers, howl in terror, or simply shut down. Victims of assault and accidents sit
mute and frozen in emergency rooms; traumatized children “lose their tongues” and

215
refuse to speak. Photographs of combat soldiers show hollow-eyed men staring mutely
into a void…Even years later traumatized people often have enormous difficulty telling
other people what has happened to them their bodies reexperience terror, rage, and
helplessness, as well as the impulse to fight or flee, but these feelings are almost
impossible to articulate. Trauma by nature drives us to the edge of comprehension,
cutting us off from language based on common experience or an imaginable past. (43)
This may occur when the subject is so overwhelmed by an occurrence that the thinking brain
goes offline. Also, when the subject, such as a child, lacks the adequate vocabulary to articulate
the event, they may repress and consciously forget the event altogether. But the body does not.
Because the experience of trauma and noise cannot be adequately expressed with language, the
feelings and emotions associated with them can become repressed. Sigmund Freud describes
repression by saying that “the motivation of the prohibition that has become conscious remains
unknown, and all attempts to unravel it intellectually must fail, as the point of attack cannot be
found” (41-42). Though Freud is referring to the Oedipus triangle and taboos against murder and
incest, both of which are almost universally banned, it also applies to our modern-day
understanding of trauma. For trauma survivors, memory loss is common, especially in children
(van der Kolk 192). Traumatic noise can recede from perception into the subconscious, only to
seep out in unusual ways like noise from its parergon. According to Freud, the repression is
likely to manifest as anxiety. He states:
They have appeared at some time or other and must now be retained on account of an
unconquerable anxiety. An external threat of punishment is superfluous, because an inner
certainty (a conscience) exists that violation will be followed by unbearable disaster. The
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very most that compulsion patients can tell us is the vague premonition that some person
of their environment will suffer harm if they should violate. (37)
In this passage, Freud is again referring to the taboos against murder and incest. However, in my
opinion, from the trauma victim’s perspective, the anxiety to which Freud speaks serves to
distract the victim from recalling all of the unprocessed noisy emotions that resulted from the
trauma. Noise, as well as trauma, is an external event that becomes internalized by repression. It
later seeps out in unproductive, often anti-social ways and/or manifests as physical maladies.
Traumatic experiences are not easily put into language because we fear reexperiencing
them. This fear causes repression. Because both noise and trauma fit the criteria of defying
language and existing both inside and outside of us, they may both be interpreted as abject.
Kristeva says the following of the abject:
When I am best by abjection, the twisted braid of effects and thoughts I call by such a
name does not have, properly speaking, a definable object. The abject is not an ob-ject
facing me, which I name or imagine. Nor is it an ob-jest, an otherness ceaselessly fleeing
in a systematic quest of desire. What is abject is not my correlative, which, providing me
with someone or something else as support, would allow me to be more or less detached
and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the object—that of being opposed to
I. If the object, however, through its opposition, settles me within the fragile texture of a
desire for meaning, which, as a matter of fact, makes me ceaselessly and infinitely
homologous to it, what is abject, on the contrary, the jettisoned object, is radically
excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning collapses. (Powers of Horror 12)
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Kristeva continues by saying, “As if the fundamental opposition were between I and Other or, in
more archaic fashion, between Inside and Outside” (Powers of Horrors 7). The abject possesses
some familiar, albeit though uncanny, qualities that are part of the self yet transgress those
boundaries and appear as unfamiliar objects outside of us. Kristeva goes on to say:
We may call it a border; abjection is above all ambiguity. Because, while releasing a
hold, it does not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it—on the contrary,
abjection acknowledges it to be in perpetual danger. But also because abjection itself is a
composite of judgement and affect, of condemnation and yearning, of signs and drives.
Abjection preserves what existed in the archaism of pre-objectal relationship, in the
immemorial violence with which a body becomes separated from another body in order
to be—maintaining that night in which the outline of the signified thing vanishes and
where only the imponderable affect is carried out. (Powers of Horror 9-10)
From this statement, we can deduce that abjection is an extension of the parergon. It is not an
extra even if we would like to view it as such. It is part of a structure “in order to be,” but it is an
unstable frame. It is both inside and outside of the work. As such, the paregon shares many
common properties with abjection. It is clear that, by Kristeva’s definition, noise and trauma are
abject, but now that we know this, what can be done about it?
Religion has always been the means of purifying the abject. Institutions of power have
protected humans from the terror of their own abjection, but Kristeva says that it has become
archaic (Powers of Horror 17). Theater can be a means to purify the abject, as we find in
Aristotle’s Poetics. Tragedy serves as a purification ritual by allowing the viewer to process
abjection at a distance in order to achieve catharsis. Though, Kristeva posits that art and,
primarily, literature are the ideal means of purifying the abject, and she chooses the author
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Louis-Ferdinand Céline as the abject author bar none to confront abjection. However, if noise
and trauma are abjection, might catharsis also lie within noise? In this chapter, I will investigate
noise as abjection and whether it can in some way be a means for its own catharsis. The works
that I will examine are Piano Transplants by Annea Lockwood, Superhero Dress and Rhythm
Suit by Alyce Santoro, Different Trains by Steve Reich, and the 2019 performance given by
Sunn O))) at Rockefeller Memorial Chapel in Chicago.
Kristeva notes that abjection can be purified by religion. However, she posits that the
soundest means of purifying the abject lies in literature. Though she mentions several abject
authors, for instance, Dostoyevsky, Joyce, Borges, and Proust, to Kristeva, the quintessential
abject author is Céline. According to Kristeva, his unapologetic style, grammatical meddling,
and graphic depictions of bodily processes and excretions confront the reader with the horror of
abjection. Kristeva’s perspective demonstrates that literature is a superior method for purifying
the abject. In light of this, could noise, which is abject, serve as its own purification in the hands
of the artist? A summary of Kristeva’s life might prove helpful in this respect.
Biographer Alice Jardin relates that Kristeva sees herself as a product of history, as both
the Nazi and the Soviet occupations as significantly shaping her life (28). Since her father was
not a member of the Communist party, she was denied many opportunities, including a desire to
study astrophysics at Dubno Air Base. Her application was rejected (Jardine 59). Instead, she
went to Paris to study the humanities.
Kristeva called her move to Paris a self-imposed exile. On this, Jardine adds that “she
sees exile as her permanent condition and goes so far as to say that each person’s truth resides
not in their belonging to an origin but in their capacity to exile themselves, to take some distance
from their origins…” (21). Perhaps this statement will later relate to our investigation of noise, as
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it too is often treated as an exile. She roots this concept as well as abjection in language and
through a psychoanalytical lens. Noise will be subjected to the filter of abjection in this chapter.

ABJECTION A NOISY PROPOSITION
It was the end of this dialogue because I remember well that he had time to say just: "And
the bread? And then that was it. After that, nothing but fire and then noise with it. But
then one of those noises like you would never believe there is. We were so full of eyes,
ears, nose, mouth, immediately, noise, that I thought it was over; that I had become fire
and noise myself. And then no, the fire went, the noise stayed in my head for a long time,
and then my arms and legs trembled as if someone was shaking them from behind.
(Céline)
Céline, Kristeva’s abject author par excellence, describes a noisy World War I scene in his semiautobiographical novel The Journey to the Edge of the Night. As he describes it, the experience
of noise is so overpowering that the protagonist is overcome, momentarily becoming noise itself.
This terror temporarily removes him from language as he is swept away by the experience. The
experience resembles a brush with the Lacanian REAL. A neuroscientist like Horowitz would
likely attribute the reaction to the auditory startle response. Burke might refer to the experience
as “sublime.” However, this also demonstrates that noise is abject as it exists in this case both
inside and outside of the subject, threatening to make him an object. Even though Kristeva does
not specifically mention noise in the Powers of Horror, she defines the abject as something that
is not “I” and the point at which meaning disintegrates (1-2). Surely, abjection accurately
describes the experience that Céline’s protagonist describes.
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Noise is also a perfect example of the abject as it does not respect borders. Noise
abatement procedures attempt to contain noise. One may notice that concrete walls often serve as
noise barriers between residential areas and roads. However, this solution is imperfect at best,
and some noise will traverse the wall and even amplify the noise on certain streets (Landau). We
attempt to insulate our homes, cars, and aircrafts, even plug our ears, yet some noise will always
penetrate. The borders that we construct against noise are porous parerga allowing abject noise
through. Kristeva says, “As if the fundamental opposition were between I and Other or, in more
archaic fashion, between Inside and Outside” (Powers of Horror 7). The abject reminds us that
we will transition from subject to object, something that Céline does not allow us to ignore. His
noisy war scene continues as he describes the fate of an officer and messenger:
It was that he had been deported on the embankment, stretched on his side by the
explosion and thrown into the arms of the rider on foot, the messenger, also finished.
They were kissing for the time being and forever. But the rider no longer had his head,
nothing but an opening above the neck, with blood in it simmering in gurgling like jam in
the pot. (Céline)
If the gurgling had been jam in a pot, we likely would not have been bothered; maybe we would
even have even been delighted. But because Céline attributes the gurgling to blood and death,
and the sound is interpreted as noise because the scene is negative. Yet, through Céline’s
masterful description, we are simultaneously attracted to the gurgling noise as much as we are
repulsed.
Attraction and repulsion are also present in the idea of foreignness; as McAfee relates,
“[Kristeva] documents how people are both fascinated and repelled by the foreigners in their
midst, but she sees this attitude toward ‘foreignness’ as a necessary and constitutive feature of
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our identity. She points to the importance of biological drives and energy but notes that they can
only be apprehended via our language and culture” (3). Foreignness is simultaneously familiar
and yet strange, something that repulses yet attracts. Like abjection, foreignness is something
that resides within us. We may possess the awareness of its presence, yet we are often unwilling
to acknowledge it as McAfee relates:
What is abjected is radically excluded but never banished altogether. It hovers at the
periphery of one's existence, constantly challenging one's own tenuous borders of
selfhood. What makes something abject and not simply repressed is that it does not
entirely disappear from consciousness. It remains as both an unconscious and a conscious
threat to one's own clean and proper self. The abject is what does not respect boundaries.
It beseeches and pulverizes the subject. (46)
McAfee notes the premise of abjection as something which ignores boundaries, and this
threatens to annihilate the subject, but it is also something that threatens from within. Perhaps,
this is why Kristeva chooses Céline’s writing to exemplify the abject. He subjects his reader to
graphic imagery and noisy description that shows us that we as subjects are not above our own
objectification. We are abject beings in one way or another, casting off parts of ourselves all of
the time while attempting to contain the abjection which resides within. We expel breath, make
noise, utter noise. Bodily processes make noise, and our noisiness is often something that we do
not wish to acknowledge. It reminds us of the ultimate sublime moment when our essence will
leave our bodies, and our subjectivity will cease to be. What will be left is the object of our
carcass, which will decay. The reality is that everything will transgress its borders and decay.
Noise shows us this phenomenon in the most abrupt manner. Perhaps this is another reason why
noise terrifies us.
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ABJECTION, TRANSDUCTION, AND CATHARSIS
If abjection is so truly terrifying, why confront it at all? As suggested earlier, though
abjection seems to be external, it simultaneously resides within us. Its forms include original sin
in Catholicism, repressed trauma, and the incest taboo. Kristeva, a Freudian psychoanalyst,
would be well versed in the Oedipal complex. The complex describes the time when the male
child separates from the mother and establishes his own identity. In doing so, he simultaneously
seeks to individuate himself from her and desires her, as she was the source of all of his needs in
early life. This, according to Freudian thought, is a desire which can never be met as it is
prevented by the law of the father. According to Freud, abject aspects such as these reside in our
subconscious mind. Since the subject is not consciously aware of this, it is suppressed, only to be
liberated in non-productive and anti-social ways. Freud posits:
The pleasure of the impulse constantly undergoes displacement in order to escape the
blocking which it encounters and seeks to acquire surrogates for the forbidden in the form
of substitutive objects and actions… It is a law of neurotic diseases that these obsessive
acts serve the impulse more and more and come nearer and nearer to the original
forbidden act. (42)
Freud labels these repressions as “taboo.” However, the rejection or repression of these
forbidden impulses or desires seeps out in an abject manner, causing changes in speech or
demeanor. They can cause bodily symptoms, or even phobias, neurosis, or psychosis. Kristeva
explains these manifestations in the borderline patient:
Owning the ambiguous opposition I/Other, Inside/Outside—an opposition that is
vigorous but pervious, violent but uncertain—there are contents, “normally” unconscious
in neurotics, that become explicit if not conscious in “borderline” patients’ speeches and
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behavior. Such contents are often openly manifested through symbolic practices, without
by token being integrated into judging conscious/unconscious distinction irrelevant,
borderline subjects and their speech constitute propitious ground for a sublimating
discourse (“aesthetic” or “mystical,” etc.), rather than a scientific or rationalist one.
(Powers of Horror 7)
Borderline patients attempt to exercise repressed abjection in performances. However, since they
are not conscious of this, the borderline patient enacts and reenacts these patterns as a means of
discharge. Because they lack awareness, the act can be unproductive or, at best, incomplete.
Peter Levine notes the importance of completing the discharge cycle in terms of trauma:
When we are unable to flow through trauma and complete instinctive responses, these
incompleted actions often undermine our lives. Unresolved trauma can keep us
excessively cautious and inhibited, or lead us around in ever-tightening circles of
dangerous re-enactment, victimization, and unwise exposure to danger. We become the
perpetual victims or therapy clients. Trauma can destroy the quality of our relationships
and distort sexual experiences. Compulsive, perverse, promiscuous, and inhibited sexual
behaviors are common symptoms of trauma-not just sexual trauma. The effects of trauma
can be pervasive and global or they can be subtle and elusive. When we do not resolve
our traumas, we feel that we have failed, or that we have been betrayed by those we
chose to help us. We need not blame this failure and betrayal on ourselves or others. The
solution to the problem lies in increasing our knowledge about how to heal trauma. (32)
When not fully processed, trauma, which is a form of abjection, keeps us dependent on power
structures like government, religion, or psychoanalysis to keep the negative aspects in check.
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With this knowledge in mind, if we continue to see the “borderline patient,” as the other
and not us, we are truly fooling ourselves. We are all borderline patients in some respect as we
all have suffered traumas and possess desires that we must repress in order to fit in and function
within society. Religious and governmental institutions seek to regulate our abject tendencies,
often disempowering us in the process. Kristeva seems to agree:
The various means of purifying the abject—the various catharses—makes up the history
of religions, and end up with that catharsis par excellence called art, both on the far and
near side of religion. Seen from that standpoint, the artistic experience, which is rooted in
the abject it utters and by the same token purifies, appears as the essential component of
religiosity. That is perhaps why it is destined to survive the collapse of the historical
forms of religions” (Powers of Horror 17).
From this statement, we can deduce that Kristeva offers an alternative to institutional control to
suppress abjection. She offers us a means of discharge by purifying abjection through art.
However, we must first acknowledge that abjection is part of us, and then we must confront it.
Kristeva explains the process through Platonic teachings:
The abject, mimed through sound and meaning, is repeated. Getting rid of it is out of the
question — the final Platonic lesson has been understood, one does not get rid of the
impure; one can, however, bring it into being a second time, and differently from the
original impurity. It is a repetition through rhythm and song, therefore through what is
not yet, or no longer is ‘meaning,’ but arranges, defers, differentiates and organizes,
harmonizes pathos, bile, warmth, and enthusiasm” (Powers of Horror 28).
From this statement, we find that we can never fully purge abjection from our being, so we must
manage it with purification rituals like artmaking. In order to accomplish this, we must perceive
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abjection differently, look at it differently, listen to it differently, and enact it in such a way that
it is transformed into an energy of understanding.
Kristeva suggests that the process of art making is the ideal means to reach catharsis.
With literature being her instrument of choice, she explains that “the writer, fascinated by the
abject, imagines its logic, projects himself into it, introjects it, and as a consequence perverts
language—style and content” (Powers of Horror 16). And she selects Céline’s works as ideal
examples of purifying the abject through writing.
Though any art making could serve as a purification ritual for abjection, I believe that the
artists who works with noise elicit a similar — if not a more — rapid catharsis.33 I am also
suggesting that the term “transduction,” instead of “purification,” is a better fit for noise. Though
the term “transduction” could be applied to multiple scenarios as it is a means of converting one
energy form into another, it is a commonly used term used in audio production. Noise in the
palette of the artist is transduced from acoustical energy into electricity by the means of a
microphone and then is manipulated and transduced back into acoustical energy by the means of
a speaker so that the listener can hear the piece. Because the term is so common in audio,
microphones and speakers are referred to as transducers. 35 As I stated earlier, I will use works by
Alyce Santoro, Annea Lockwood, Steve Reich, and Sunn O))) as examples to demonstrate the
transduction of abjection into noisy cathartic works of art.

Alyce Santoro: SONIC FABRIC - Sonic Superhero Dress # 1 and Rhythm Suit
As discussed in previous chapters, Santoro creates SONIC FABRIC by having cassette
tapes that contain various recordings and polyester thread woven into fabric. In situating her
Galician-edition within Derrida’s parergon, I reframed the noise within the fabric of this piece to
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serve as a metaphor for the collective trauma of the Galician people. The tape head of her
modified Walkman serves to discharge the metaphorical trauma and actual noise slowly and
deliberately over the duration of the performative component of the work.
In Santoro’s Superhero Dress #1 and Rhythm Dress, I wish to examine how noise can be
its own catharsis. Santoro describes that the work, the first in the SONIC FABRIC series, “was
made, woven from 100 individual cassette tapes recorded with a range of sounds (mix tapes,
ocean surf, crickets, wind, Laurie Anderson, Miles Davis, The Beatles, John Coltrane, my high
school punk band, etc.).” (alycesantoro.com).

Figure 28: Santoro, Sonic Superhero Dress #1, alycesantoro.com

Though superheroes are idealized representations of humanity in terms of their strength,
speed, physique, and their bravery, the superhero often has a dark, traumatic origin story that
drives them either to do good or be consumed by the abjection of their tortured soul. Borderline
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patients and mere mortals are not the only ones who must purify their abjection; superheroes
must do this too. Bruce Wayne/Batman witnessed the death of his parents at the hands of a
murderer. Superman was orphaned when his home planet, Krypton, was destroyed. Superman’s
father, Jor-El placed young Superman in a spaceship directed toward Earth. Despite these
traumas, both Batman and Superman survive and thrive, cultivating their superpowers for the
benefit of humanity while simultaneously suppressing their abject feelings of death and
abandonment to avoid being consumed by their darkness. These wounds were inflicted on them
before they had acquired adequate vocabulary to describe their traumatic events. Kristeva cites
Freud’s case study of Little Hans, whose inability to name his fear creates the psychological
coping mechanism of phobias (33). Superman’s phobia is Kryptonite. Batman’s phobia is,
ironically, bats as he had fallen into a pit them as a child. He is also fearful of death as the result
of witnessing his parents’ murders (Fida). The emblems that both heroes wear on their chests are
symbols of their ineffable traumas as much as their strengths. Santoro’s Sonic Superhero Dress
#1 incorporates a chest emblem in the form of an orange ring also made from SONIC FABRIC.
Both are noisy symbols of trauma, which must be purified or transduced; otherwise, the noise
threatens to overwhelm the subject robbing the wearer of their subjectivity.
Rock stars are often perceived as superheroes by their fans, who express extreme
admiration for their favorite musicians. Drummer Jon Fishman of the band Phish received cheers
befitting a superhero at a 2004 Las Vegas show when he wore and performed in Rhythm Dress,
also known as Musical Suit, a variation of the Sonic Superhero Dress #1 that Fishman
commissioned.

228

Image 29: Fishman performing in Santoro’s Rhythm Dress, Alyce Santoro
In a description from a YouTube video of Fishman’s well-received performance, Santoro
describes the dress as such:
in 2003 i was commissioned to make a dress for jon fishman out of "sonic fabric", a
textile woven from recycled audiocassette tape. for the project jon lent me his entire tape
collection, and i went about sampling snippets of his favorite stuff: sun ra, zeppelin,
hendrix, prince, etc. from this collection of samples i made a 4 layer deep collage, which i
recorded onto reels of tape before weaving the fabric from which i made the dress. sonic
fabric is made audible by running a tape head along its surface. for this show, jon was
fitted with a special pair of tape head gloves. since jon and i both seemed to have a
penchant for orange donuts, i made the "musical suit" an exact replica of the dress he
traditionally wore on stage. this video of the intro to "love you" from the vegas show in
2004 was provided by an anonymous fan (THANK YOU!!). (0:00-1:00)
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Fishman may or may not be discharging superhero-like abjection in this performance. However,
what is known is that Fishman is involved in political activism, and he chose to heed Bernie
Sanders’s call for action. Sanders stated, “We need new blood in the political process, and you
are that new blood. It means that, at every level, we continue the fight to make our society a
nation of economic, social, racial and environmental justice” (qtd. in liveforlivemusic). This
motivated Fishman to become active in politics.
Abjection in the form of trauma is often a superhero motivator, “…which lies at the heart
of Batman’s origin story, in which Bruce Wayne dedicates himself to fighting crime after seeing
his parents murdered. In real life, many people experience ‘stress-induced growth’ after a trauma
and resolve to help others, even becoming social activists” (smithsonianmag.com). Perhaps
Fishman took up Sander’s call because he was troubled by the abject injustices that he saw
perpetrated on society.
To initiate purification, Fishman began by supporting, performing, and campaigning for
Bernie Sanders, then eventually himself becoming a candidate for the Board of Selectmen in
Lincolnville, Maine. On this, Fishman states, “Rather than going and voting out of fear against
the thing you’re scared of, you can vote for what you want and not be afraid that if that person
doesn’t get elected, they will be a pariah or a vote-splitter…that you voting for someone
you want causes something you don’t want.” (O’Brien). Through this statement, his actions, and
his performance, Fishman transduces fear into political and performative catharsis. Fishman’s
performance in Alyce Santoro’s Rhythm Dress is a symbolic confrontation and transduction of
the abjection of noise. Here, purification is achieved through performance and political activism.
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ANNEA LOCKWOOD: PIANO TRANSPLANTS
Heart disease is a leading cause of death, taking the lives of about 655,000 Americans
each year (CDC.gov). When heart disease progresses beyond the help of typical medical and
surgical means, a heart transplant may be warranted. The Mayo Clinic defines the procedure as
“… an operation in which a diseased, failing heart is replaced with a healthier donor heart. Heart
transplant is a treatment that's usually reserved for people whose condition hasn't improved
enough with medications or other surgeries” (mayoclinic.org). During this complex procedure,
the diseased heart is removed from the patient’s body. The removed ailing heart, once part of the
patient, is now an abject object. Also, while under sedation during the procedure, the patient is
little more than an object as they teeter at the edge of life and death. Living with an abject
diseased heart produces horror from within as the organ begins to fail, placing the patient on the
border between life and death, subject and object. Kristeva explains, “The body’s inside, in that
case, shows up in order to compensate for the collapse of the border between inside and outside.
It is as if the skin, a fragile container, no longer guaranteed the integrity of one’s ‘own and clean
self’ but, scraped or transparent, invisible or taut, gave way before the detection of its contents”
(Powers of Horrors 53). A procedure such as a transplant demonstrates the fragility of the bodily
border that contains the essence of life.
Céline, also a physician, observes that “the soul is vanity and pleasure in the body as long
as it is healthy, but it is also the desire to get out of the body as soon as it is sick or things go
wrong” (Céline). Illnesses such as heart disease are frightening because the threat of death is a
very real possibility. It is difficult for anyone but especially so for heart transplants patient as
they are confronted with the abject probability that they may die, thus expelling the “I” of their
consciousness and subjectivity. If they were to die, they would no longer possess any sense of
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self, and their lifeless body would become just an object. But although delicate, a heart transplant
can, in a manner of speaking, purify by replacing the diseased abject heart with a healthier one.
Christiaan Barnard performed the first successful human heart transplant in a Cape Town
hospital on December 3, 1967. Composer and artist Annea Lockwood created Piano
Transplants, an ongoing work, in response to that medical achievement. The work takes on
different iterations,3 including Piano Burning (1968), Piano Garden (1969-70), Piano Drowning
(1972), and Southern Exposure (1982-realized 2005). The Piano Transplant scores call for
pianos that are “already beyond repair” and transplants them into different environments, thereby
giving them new life (annealockwood.com).

Image 30: Annea Lockwood: Piano Transplants,
Piano Burning, Piano Garden, Piano Drowning, and Southern Exposure, annealockwood.com
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One of Lockwood’s earliest incarnations of Piano Transplants is Burning Piano (1968).36
The score reads:
Set upright piano (not a grand) in an open space with the lid closed.
Spill a little lighter fluid on a twist of paper and place inside, near the pedals.
Light it.
Balloons may be stapled to the piano.
Play whatever pleases you for as long as you can. (annealockwood.com)
A series of snaps, crackles, and pops emerge from the piano as it burns. Pianos were never
intended to produce sounds such as this, so their liberation by the means of fire could be
interpreted as abject. Since the work commemorates the first successful human heart transplant,
the burning piano could also serve as a metaphor for the pain, fear, and uncertainty experienced
by the heart patient as they wait.
The process in Piano Burning makes the piano not a piano. The result is something that
looks and sounds unrecognizable. Lockwood attempted to record the process of the burning
piano by placing an old microphone inside. She wrapped the cable in asbestos to insulate it to
allow for maximum recording time. The initial goal was to record the sound of heat for a future
performance designed by choreographer Richard Alston to be entitled Heat.37 Lockwood states:
People started talking like crazy through the burning and the mic, which lasted a long
time, of course picked up the chatter like anything. The piano made wonderful sounds,
but as a way of recording heat, the crowd was a complete barrier. We didn’t get anything
useful. But afterward we had a séance. Alex Gross, an American artist who is living in
New York, and some other friends, decided we’d have a séance to see if we could raise
Beethoven to see what he thought of it. So we collected in a tent afterwards for this
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séance. Alex got up and said, “Ludie! Ludie!” He did his damnedest to evoke Beethoven.
Somebody was running a tape on an old Uher, you know, a little Uher deck. A wonderful
sound came on the tape at that point. I’ve long since believed that Beethoven was full of
opinions and made them heard! [laughs] It wasn’t feedback or anything electronic that
we pin our ears on, it was just there. (qtd. in Oteri)
Though the noisy result was the unexpected liberation of abject noise from a defuncted piano and
maybe commentary from the spirit of Beethoven — the noise was transduced and purified by the
fiery process into a beautiful, sublime performative experience.
The later iterations of Piano Transplants involve burying old pianos in a garden,
drowning pianos in a pond in Amarillo, Texas, and anchoring a piano on an Australian beach
during high tide. Though all of these transplants elude to death by burning, drowning, or burial,
they also represent the hope of a purifying catharsis. Abjection in the form of noise from a
defunct piano, a diseased heart, or a patient on the border of life and death is purified.
Purification, whether it be through art or surgery, offers new life for what was once abject.

A FOREIGN UNCANNINESS: THE EXILE AND THE OTHER
Foreignness like noise can be interpreted as disturbing, and the foreigner is often exiled
or enters into exile. This can be a very traumatic state, especially if it is forced upon the
individual; as Kristeva states, “Exile is a loss of bearings, of identity, and psychosomatic
problems can follow” (qtd. in Jardine 120). The stress of this limited state and of being cast as
the other has health consequences. For example, an Emory University study notes that exiled
Tibetans have higher rates of depression (Shetty). It is not uncommon to fear foreigners or the
person in exile because humans fear the unknown and gravitate toward safety. This is because
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difference can mean danger. Difference fosters fear and distrust, and we witness this in the abject
writing of Céline.
Céline expresses anti-Semitic sentiments in his writings. His hatred of Jews and his Nazi
alignment appear in several long-form pamphlets like Mea culpa, Bagatelles pour un massacre,
L’ecole des cadavres, and Les Beaux Draps (Powers of Horror 174). In the Powers of Horror,
Kristeva points to a line in chapter 9 of Bagatelles pour un massacre. A portion of that excerpt
reads, “…He’s [the Jew] still hassling the universe, heaven, God, the Stars, he wants everything,
he wants more, he wants the Moon, he wants our bones, he wants our guts as hair-curlers to
celebrate the Sabbath, to deck the Carnival” (qtd. Powers of Horror 181). As we can see from
this example, Céline is as paranoid as he is racist, wielding conspiracy theories warning of a
Jewish takeover. Yet, despite Céline’s revulsion for the Jews, he expresses a simultaneous
attraction in attributing power to them, and this is uncanny. Céline paints “the Jew” as an allpowerful figure who receives more than his due, and this is also uncanny because, in some
respect, Céline longs to be in this position of power, yet he portrays them as foreign. On the fear
and uncanniness of the foreigner, Kristeva states:
In the fascinated rejection that the foreigner arouses in us, there is a share of uncanny
strangeness in the sense of the depersonalization that Freud discovered in it, and which
takes up again our infantile desires and fears of the other—the other of death, the other of
woman, the other of uncontrollable drive. The foreigner is within us. (Stranger to
Ourselves 191)
Céline has othered the Jewish people with his anti-Semitic writings and sentiments. In doing so,
he has failed to recognize the otherness within himself, and it leaks out in unproductive,
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dangerous, abject ways. Céline also oozes abjection by simultaneously being attracted yet
repulsed by Jewishness.
Being in a position of privilege, Céline is able to partially purify his abjection by spilling
it out onto paper. However, during World War II, many Jewish people were not because they
were ostracized, imprisoned, or killed. To survive, their Jewishness had to be hidden.
Suppressing one’s authentic self, I would propose, is also a form of abjection.
Jews who were discovered were packed into clattering cattle cars destined for Auschwitz.
“The brakes made a hellish noise and at first I was petrified,” one witness reported (qtd. in
bbc.com). The noise from these death trains became abjection imprinted on the survivors and
then was passed on to the next generation. Gabor Maté explains how this can transpire in the
following passage:
The measures of bonding between mothers and daughters were consistent across the
generations. In the adult children of Holocaust survivors with post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), disturbances of the HPA axis and cortisol production were found. The
more severe was the parents’ PTSD, the greater was the impairment in their children’s
cortisol mechanisms. (213)
The stress hormone cortisol puts significant stress on the body and immune system, which may
be why diseases, ailments, or anxiety tend to run in families. Traumas are passed from generation
to generation because the subconscious does not know time. Noises, sights, and experiences are
re-lived by the body when their corresponding memories are triggered. The trauma is
reexperienced subconsciously, and the body produces the same stress chemistry as if the events
were actually happening. These experiences weigh heavily on the mind, body, and immune
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system, causing suffering for the subject. The experience is both internal and external, producing
an unstable uncanniness, and therefore, it is abject.

STEVE REICH: DIFFERENT TRAINS
Though composer Steve Reich was only a child during World War II and had no
firsthand knowledge of the death trains, he was still deeply affected by the events that transpired
to others in his lineage. Even though this trauma existed by way of association, Reich may have
felt the need to complete it because, as Peter Levine notes, “The drive to complete and heal
trauma is as powerful and tenacious as the symptoms it creates. The urge to resolve trauma
through re-enactment can be severe and compulsive” (173). However, instead of allowing his
subconscious to attempt to resolve the abject trauma in an unproductive manner, Reich, I
suspect, chose a state of self-exile to purify the abject through art. I say this because Reich states
the following in an interview with Tom Huizenga:
First off, I was having a discussion with someone in Sweden and he told me that he'd
recently seen a cartoon, and the first panel drawing said, "Composer at work," and the
second panel said "Composer at work in quarantine." And the two panels were identical.
And I think that's the truth. [Laughs.] It's a solitary thing, right? (qtd. in nrp.org)
Composing music is solitary work, which Reich expresses naturally in the passage above. He
puts himself in exile to create, which Kristeva notes can be productive (Stranger to Ourselves
82). In a self-imposed exile, Reich composed the three-movement composition, Different Trains,
with the incorporation of the noise of recorded trains. 38
Reich explains in the sheet music that the piece was inspired by train trips that he had
taken with his governess as a very young child to visit his divorced parents who lived on
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opposite coasts. Reich states, “I traveled back and forth by train frequently between New York
and Los Angeles from 1939 to 1942 accompanied by my governess. While these trips were
exciting and romantic at the time I now look back and think that, if I had been in Europe during
this period, as a Jew I would have had to ride very different trains” (Different Trains 3). For the
composition, Reich collected recorded train noises like bells and whistles, screeches, and
scrapes. Additionally, Reich recorded his former governess Virginia and retired Pullman porter
Lawrence Davis extracting musical sentence fragments. He also collected several recorded
statements from three Holocaust survivors. The piece's pre-taped component contained all of
these elements plus pre-recorded string quartet layers to accompany a live string quartet. The
piece was originally commissioned in 1988 for the Kronos Quartet.
Movement I: America - Before the War
In the first movement, Reich seems to relate the excitement that he must have felt during
his cross-country trips with a brisk tempo and a repeating note pattern characteristic of his
minimalist compositional style. The tempo and the repeating patterns serve to simulate the
motion of a swift yet chugging train producing both a horizontal forward motion while
mimicking the experience of a bump when the steel wheels of the train encounter the reoccurring
welds on the tracks. A bell beats time, and the train whistle signals that the passengers are on
their way (0:00-0:27).
In the safety of his governess’s care, young Reich is free to enjoy the ride as Virginia’s
reassuring recorded voice enters. The viola introduces her by playing the melodic and rhythmic
pattern of her voice. Virginia repeats, “…from Chicago…” three times before completing the
phrase “…from Chicago to New York….” (0:37-0:59). Her voice serves as confirmation that
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they will arrive safely at their destination, where they will be welcomed by a loving parent.

Image 31: Steve Reich: From Notes to the performer, Different Trains: for string quartet
and pre-recorded performance tape (1988), Boosey & Hawkes,
The journey continues as the tempo slows as if the train is reducing speed to pass a
station or crossing. The tempo then resumes as Virginia doubled by the viola says, “…one of the
fastest trains…” followed by a train whistle interval of approximately a fifth (1:24-2:38). The
interval of a perfect fifth, according to Cengiz Kagusuz and Julian Zuluaga in their essay “Impact
of Intervals on the Emotional Effect in Western Music,” conveys feelings of stability (2). Also
present in the sentence fragments is the interval of the major third, which I believe generates
overall positive emotions.
Porter Lawrence Davis is introduced by the cello, which imitates his speech pattern. Mr.
Davis then enters by nearly singing the line, “…the crack39 train to New York...” (2:39-3:44).
Mr. Davis’ musical exclamation, along with the accompanying tempo add to the excitement of
the journey. The tempo slows yet again, possibly to signify another station. The porter announces
in a firm and deliberate voice, “…from New York to Los Angeles…” followed again by a train
whistle bellowing the interval of a fifth. (3:43-4:42). Both Mr. Davis’s tone and the interval of
the fifth assure that the destination will be reached. However, the final section of the movement
includes both the voices of Virginia and Mr. Davis reciting the dates, “…1939, 1940, 1941…”
(6:22-8:58). This reminds us of the time period in which this musical narrative is taking place. It
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alludes to what might be transpiring on different trains. The work continues into the second
movement without pause.
Movement II: Europe - During the War
This movement contains the recordings of three Holocaust survivors, Paul, Rachel, and
Rachella, who would have been approximately Reich’s age. As in the previous movement, the
viola imitates the female voices, and the cello imitates the male voice. The composition is quite
complex, and the live sound engineer is instructed in the score’s performance notes to make
these archival recordings clearer by adding equalization at approximately 3000 Hz. Additionally,
the sound engineer must adjust the levels of the recorded voices along with the live doubling
viola or cello line (5).
In a weak voice, Rachella says, “On my birthday…” amidst the train noises. She
continues, “…the Germans walked in, walked into Holland” (0:18 -0:54). There is another
transition in the music, and the cello line doubles Paul as he states, “The Germans invaded
Hungary. I was in second grade.” Paul continues by explaining how his teacher pointed at him
accusingly (0:54-1:27). Surprise and confusion can be heard in his voice. This sense of confusion
is perpetuated with another abrupt musical change, and Rachel conveys the line, “…no more
school…” (2:16-2:36) with much disappointment. The rapid musical transitions further
communicate the instability and uncertainty that these children were facing.
The situation deteriorates as sirens appear on the right of the recorded stereo image,
further adding to the feelings of fear, terror, and confusion (2:36). More tension ensues as
Rachella utters the line, “…and she said, ‘Quick, go!’ and he said, ‘Don’t breath!’” (2:54-3:33).
There are train whistles in this movement, but they enter as piercing shrills and not in the
stable, reassuring perfect fifth intervals of the first movement. They resonate as Rachella relives
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the events, repeating, “…into those cattle wagons…” (3:33-3:56). The repeating rhythmic
patterns fail to induce a meditative state as they do in the first movement. The rapid changes and
the noise of screeching steel on steel prevent it.
Another transition ensues as sadness and humiliation are heard in the interval of the
descending minor third in the voice of Rachella, saying, “They shaved us” (5:40). The despair
intensifies as ominous chords constructed from the noise samples sound. Absolute despair is
heard in the utterance, “Flames going up to the sky – it was smoking” (6:30 – 7:30). The
movement slowly fades as if it were someone was surrendering to their impending death.
Movement III: After the War
Death seems inevitable with the previous movement's slow fade, yet the play between the
lower and upper strings seems to suggest an awakening, a returning from the brink of death. This
is confirmed as we hear Paul’s voice declare, “…and the war was over…” (0:00-1:03). Yet we
hear the surprise and disbelief in Rachella’s voice, “Are you sure?” (1:03-1:28). The lilt in her
childlike voice seems to be hoping for confirmation, and then it transitions to a more robust,
more definitive tone, “The war is over” (1:28). The tone of her voice and the music indicate that
her dignity has been reclaimed.
The work brings another transition of ascending intervals accompanying the words,
“…going to America, to Los Angeles, to New York…” (2:59-3:49). The music and the text seem
to suggest possibilities, whereas the only thing that the previous movement conveyed was
confusion, fear, and chaos. Movement III is more deliberate and orderly as it purifies the abject
horror and death that was experienced in movement II.
The familiar voices of Virginia and Mr. Davis return, imparting more stability. The train
whistle is purer than the harshness experienced in the second movement, with a progression
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toward the middle of the movement suggesting some resolution (4:16-4:44). Then the perfect
fifth intervals return signaling stability (5:26). Rachella reminisces, “There was one girl who had
a beautiful voice and they loved to listen to the singing, the Germans and when she stopped
singing they said, ‘More, more’ and they applauded” (8:04 – 8:32). Rachella was able to find
some beauty within the abject horror that she must have faced as a child.
The piece ends more melodically, and the lushness of the cello voice suggests an arrival
in a much more beautiful stable place. In Different Trains, Reich is able to juxtapose the joy and
excitement that he experienced on train trips with those of Holocaust survivors who experienced
unspeakable atrocities and were brought face to face with abject death. Reich confronts the
abjection faced by Jewish Holocaust survivors and possibly the guilt that spared him from the
experience in the second movement and then purifies the abjection in the third movement. By
confronting abjection in this composition, he purifies it through transduction in this composition
and creates a new form. He states the following in the score as notes to the performer, “The piece
thus presents both a documentary and a musical reality and begins a new musical direction. It is a
direction that I expect will lead to a new kind of documentary music video theater in the not too
distant future” (3). Reich’s innovations and compositions, such as this one, have not only
influenced musicians and composers in the classical genre but others as well, including icons
such as Brian Eno, David Bowie, Kraftwerk, Radiohead, and others.
Steve Reich was able to, on some level, purify or transduce the abjection of the atrocities
perpetrated during World War II and quite possibly some guilt for having been spared the
experience through the medium of recording tape, amplification, and live performance by
incorporating and transducing noise in Different Trains. The voices of the porter, the governess,
and the Holocaust survivors are electrified and commemorated on recording tape. The string
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quartet imitates the musicality of the voices. Additionally, the train noises transduce abjection
using electricity and recording tape along with the string quartet to form a new historical art
form. In a sense, there is some absolution in the release of this abjection into art.

SIN AND ABJECTION
Atrocities in Christianity are considered to be sins. Kristeva connects sin with the notion
of debt in the form of original sin. On this, she states, “On the level of debt and iniquity, even
more so than that of impurity, sin is set forth as constitutive of man, coming to him from the
depth of his heart, thus recalling the original sin of Adam” (Powers of Horror 121). Kristeva
goes on to refer to sin as “subjectified abjection” (Powers of Horror 128). It is an internal lack of
godliness imparted on us through the transgressions of Adam and Eve as original sin. The term
was first put forth by Augustine of Hippo in the fourth century and adopted by the Church at the
Council of Trent in the sixteenth century. Kristeva notes in Augustine’s writings, “…man is
good, but his offense turns human beings into massa damnata” (Powers of Horror 125). Original
sin is a debt that we can never rid ourselves of; however, we must continuously atone or be
consumed by evil.
Metal music has long been associated with evil and satanic worship. Richard Peck
postulates that “whenever possible Satan will use this dark side of rock to lead Christians into
sin” (qtd. in Weinstein 258). He might be referring to the symbolism used in metal music. Except
in rare instances, it is more of a counterculture statement and marketing ploy than a satanic
alliance. Some critics would deem the genre to be noise, filled with chaos and disorder, and by
extension, associated with the devil. As Denna Weinstein says in her book Metal Music, “The
devil is frequently mentioned in heavy metal lyrics because he serves as shorthand for the forces
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of disorder” (41). However, Weinstein notes that, “Chaos is not only ‘out there,’ but also located
inside ourselves. When it becomes too powerful, it drives us crazy” (ibid). Kristeva confirms this
by quoting the gospel noting that evil resides in the hearts of men (Powers of Horror 122). Sin
resides within us due to the transgressions of Adam and Eve as original sin. Therefore, I
determine that the noisy genre of metal serves as a metaphor for the abjection of original sin that
resides within. It is an acknowledgment of a debt that can never be fully repaid, which makes sin
abject. From the statements of Kristeva on sin and abjection, we might deduce that we must
make continual attempts at penance or be subsumed by the abject original sin that resides within
us. However, is this the only truth to be found within the noise of metal and the abjection of sin?
Perhaps instead, metal possesses the power to transduce the abjection of noise and sin into art.

SUNN O))): EMPTY BOTTLE PRESENTS SERIES AT ROCKEFELLER MEMORIAL CHAPEL, CHICAGO, IL
An overcast Chicago evening, gothic architecture, a spiky red mohawk, individuals
clothed in black, and the mummer of anticipation from the crowd as we waited to enter an
experience unlike any other. On April 22, 2019, Rockefeller Memorial Chapel on the University
of Chicago Campus hosted an encore performance40 of the drone metal band Sunn O))). The
band is made up of its core members, guitarists Greg Anderson and Stephen O’Malley, with
special collaborators Tim Midyett, bass; Thomas Nieuwenhuizen, Moog synthesizer; and Steve
Moore, trombone and keys. This might seem like an unusual combination for a metal band, but
Sunn O))) is no ordinary metal band; they are considered to be one of the leaders of the metal
subgenre known as drone or doom metal. Sociologist and critic Denna Weinstein describes doom
as follows, “Doom metal, a sludgy slow and heavy style that can be traced to some of Black
Sabbath’s 1970s songs…” (288). I would also add that performances are presented at extreme
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sound pressure levels. Perfectors of the subgenre, Sunn O))) were on tour to promote their
recently released album Life Metal, which was recorded in Chicago by Steve Albini at Electrical
Audio.41 But to return to the discussion at hand, the performance took place at Rockefeller
Memorial Chapel as part of the Empty Bottle42 Presents Series, which curates popup shows in
unconventional venues.
At Rockefeller, one might expect the sounds of a sonorous soloist, angelic choirs, or the
deeply resonant tones of their Skinner pipe organ, all of which I have had the pleasure of
recording there as well as the Vermeer String Quartet in a performance of Haydn’s Seven Last
Words of Our Savior on the Cross in its seven-plus second reverberant acoustic.43 Still, metal in
a sacred space might seem inappropriate and even blasphemous to some. Presented within this
parergon, the noise in a church is abjection in need of purification.
The doors opened just as it began to drizzle. Though I have been in this space on
numerous occasions, I am always struck by the beauty of its gothic-style architecture, its
sculptural elements, and the cavernousness of this 1700-seat space with its nearly eighty-foot
ceiling. As the masses entered in a reverent processional, my companion and I took our seats in
the pew across the aisle from the front-of-house mix position for an optimal sonic experience.
However, I was unsure what would ensue given the extreme volume levels, the cavernous
reverberance, and the highly reflected surfaces. However, I noticed that the stained-glass
windows were still intact from the previous show. I joked with my fellow engineer that that was
a good sign.
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Image 31: From Sunn O))) show at Rockefeller Memorial Chapel, 2019, photo by Mary Mazurek
A semicircular arrangement of the band’s amplifier stacks seemed like a modern-day
pagan monument situated in front of the elaborately sculpted sacred reredos. The sanctuary was
bathed in a wash of regal purple light. Purple is a common symbol of nobility, wealth, and
power. It is also used in Lenten church services to represent Christ’s suffering to absolve us from
our sins and raise us above our abjection. Perhaps this color was an appropriate color for what
was to come. Foot lamps, PA wedges, and cable runs served as the border of the stage. This
suggests a separation between body and spirit, and the sacred and abject. Kristeva notes this
separation in the following passage:
Sin then remains the only token of difference from the sublimity of Christ. In a universe
where differences are resorbed through the effort of an ideal identification with the
experience of Christ—an impossible one from the very start—Sin, even if its remission is
always promised, remains the rock where one endures the human condition as separate:
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body and spirit, body jettisoned from the spirit; as a condition that is impossible,
irreconcilable, and, by that very real token, real. (Powers of Horror 120)
The separation serves to represent the division between the performer and spectator as well as
the split between the divine and abject. However, Jesus regularly communed with sinners, the
poor, lepers, and the most abject members of society. Perhaps, this is what Kristeva meant by
saying despite a separation; osmosis takes place between the spiritual and the corporeal (Powers
of Horrors 120). Jesus’ teachings, as well as his comingling with the abject members of society
must have seemed as unsavory as noise to temple authorities. Jesus did not respect these
hierarchical borders, and perhaps since noise does not respect borders either, its performance
might result in a more connective, unifying experience. I will describe it from memory to the
best of my ability.
As the fog machines began to spill out a hazy white smoke into the space, the light began
to transition from white to gold to red, bathing the stage in a sea of brightness that obscured most
of the chapel’s gothic architecture. Five mysterious robed and hooded figures emerged out of the
mist and took their places in front of the towering amplifiers. From stage right, bassist Tim
Midyett, and guitarist Greg Anderson took their places. Steve Moore, trombone, and Thomas
Nieuwenhuizen, Moog synthesizer, situated themselves in the middle, and Stephen O’Malley
stood stage left. Silence and solemnity mixed with anticipation as the audience awaited the first
chord.
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Image 32: From Sunn O))) show at Rockefeller Memorial Chapel, 2019,
photo by Mary Mazurek
Hovering and upstretched hands seem to signal the beginning of a sacrificial rite.
O’Malley and Anderson’s hands slowly deliberately descended to strike the first chord. The
sheer power of the amplification system combined with the chapel’s reverberant acoustic not
only engulfed us but penetrated us with the sustained distortion. I felt the sound pressure level so
intensely that it vibrated my very being. The deep and lingering resonance dissolved any
perceived separation between performer and audience, sacred and profane, sin and sanctity, I and
other. Any sense of self that I had had when I had entered was dissolved in the loudness.
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Given the loss of self, the experience could have been interpreted as abject terror, but it
didn’t feel like that. It felt oddly calming and even meditative as if we were being baptized by
the noise. Media theorist Norberto Gomez expressed a similar sentiment in his essay “Drone 2.”
He states, “In 2012, I was baptized in a sea of fog and sweat at a Sunn O))) performance in
a small venue in Virginia (digitalamerica). Baptism is a Church sacrament that absolves one
from original sin, which Kristeva considers to be abject. The rite also serves as a sign of
acceptance into a community. The ceremony uses water to purify, but the sheer sonic volume of
Sunn O)))’s performance served as a substitute by transducing the abjection of noise and
elevating the performance into a spiritual experience.

CONCLUSION
According to Kristeva, the abject exists both outside and inside of us and, when
experienced, it causes repulsion. It can take the form of excrement, blood, diseased tissue, or a
corpse. Encountering the abject might cause us to retch, to look away, or experience great
distress. It reminds us that although we are a subject, we could easily be made an object. This is
truly terrifying as it leaves us without language and identity. However, abjection is not only
something external, but it also resides within us. There are some feelings and emotions that we
do not wish to acknowledge within. They may take the form of shame, guilt, and sin. Perhaps the
abjection that resides within is more horrific than the external. Abjection, like noise, is
disruptive, chaotic, and unwanted. We would like to pretend that it is not there, but it is always
with us in one form or another.
If abjection is so horrible, why confront it at all? If we do not face it, abjection like noise
threatens to overtake us. To prevent that from happening, institutions like religion and
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government have stepped in to seize control of our abjection. Rituals such as baptism serve as
purification rites to wash away the sin of abjection, but this is only temporary as abjection
surfaces again, binding us to these institutions.
Kristeva proposes that art — more specifically literature — is a superior means of
purifying the abject (Powers of Horror 18). However, since abjection is something that most of
us would rather not acknowledge, it is difficult to describe the feelings and emotions associated
with it. Abjection can be challenging if not impossible to articulate. Therefore, it is often
ineffable. Noise is also something most of us cannot adequately describe and wish to avoid as it
has the power and the capability to overwhelm us, thus removing us from both language and our
sense of self. In this respect, noise is also abject. However, it is possible for noise to be its own
purification through the process of transduction. The process of transducing the abjection of
noise reveals aesthetic truth in noise that opens possibilities for the artist to create new
experiences, new emotional combinations, and even new beauty. Within the abjection of noise
lies expanded possibilities, and by using Kristeva’s premises of abjection and purification as a
framework, we find potential in its complexities.
In this chapter, we examined the works of four artists and discovered how they
transduced abject noise into art. First, we considered Alyce Santoro’s Superhero Dress #1 and
Rhythm Suit, where noise stored in the fabric represented the abjection within us. By activating
the noise in performance, Santoro demonstrates that abjection can be transduced into art and
activism. Next, a diseased heart and dilapidated pianos show abjection as the fragile border
between subject and object. The diseased heart and quite possibly a piano are something
embodied and part of one’s identity, but they can become beyond repair. Annea Lockwood, in
celebration of the first successful human heart transplant, transplants broken-down pianos into
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new environments much like a deceased patient’s donor heart is placed into a recipient to give
new life. Steve Reich transduces the abject noise of the Holocaust death trains into a new type of
historical music by combining minimalist composition, recorded noise, and voice fragments with
a string quartet. Finally, Sunn O)))’s 2019 performance purifies the abjection of sin in a baptism
of near-deafening noise by transducing it into a spiritual sonic experience.
By confronting abject noise, these artists purify abjection through the means of
transduction to reveal the complexities and the potential of noise. This investigation of noise
through the philosophical filter of abjection proves to be quite productive and an excellent means
to evaluate aesthetic noise.
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CONCLUSION
Thus, the ear must hear these noises mastered, servile, completely controlled, conquered and
contained to become elements of art. (This is the continual battle of the artist with his materials.)
Noise must become a prime element to mould into the work of art. That is, it has to lose its
accidental character in order to become an element sufficiently abstract to achieve the necessary
transformation of any prime element into abstract element of art.
Luigi Russolo, The Art of Noises (87).

The goals of this dissertation were to form a framework with which to interpret aesthetic
noise, to evaluate the philosophical filters which were chosen to comprise the framework and to
demonstrate that noise is complex and can exceed its habitual negative connotations to become
an art material of value. This initially seemed like a daunting task as noise is commonly
interpreted as disturbing, dangerous, and unwanted. Because of this, we can become enframed by
this negativity instead of remembering that enframing is a kind of “gathering together” and
“challenging forth” (The Question Concerning Technology 325). But if we never consider noise
beyond our habitual responses to it, we will surely miss its value and potential. As we have
found, in the hands of an artist, noise can bring attention to injustice, serve as a metaphor for
trauma, become a means of processing trauma, enhance history, become a means for emotional
expansion, and can even be meditative. The value of multifaceted aesthetic noise was elucidated
through the methodologies of phenomenology, ethnography, participation, and psychoanalysis
by applying multiple philosophical filters. Noise is sensual, so Edmund Burke’s empiricism was
utilized to determine the presence of the sublime and the beautiful in works that utilize this
material. Since art is generally thought of as solid and visible, noise is brought into question due
to its ephemerality. To determine the validity of noise in art, it was subjected to the filter of the
four causes, as elucidated by Martin Heidegger. Additionally, noise was subjected to the filter of
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truth not as correctness but as alētheia to learn, if when used in an aesthetic manner could it
reveal more information? Noise is difficult to contain and does not respect boundaries. To gain a
better understanding of its aesthetic nature, noise needed to be framed and reframed. Jacques
Derrida’s parergon was used for this task. Then the final filters of abjection and purification as
defined by Julia Kristeva were applied to learn more about the value of noise as an aesthetic
material.
I commenced with a brief history of artists who employ noise. I began with Luigi Russolo
and John Cage to establish a basis for aesthetic noise in Western art. In my research, I discovered
many additional artists and works, which speaks to the validity and importance of noise.
However, due to the limitations of this writing, there were far too many artists and works to
cover in this document. To narrow the scope, I chose artists I have met directly and works I have
personally experienced. Steve Reich is known as a minimalist composer, though I focused on his
works that utilized recorded noise. I met him while serving as a technical assistant for a
recording session for one of his pieces. I participated in Alison Knowles’ noisy Event Scores
during my master’s degree studies. I examined the literal and metaphorical noise used in Annea
Lockwood’s recorded and installation work; I also had had the pleasure of interviewing her
during my master’s degree studies. I explored noise as material and as a metaphor for trauma in
Alyce Santoro’s sculptural and clothing pieces constructed with SONIC FABRIC after meeting
Santoro and attending her gallery show during an IDSVA residency. Finally, I focused on being
subjected to the overwhelming intensity of the drone metal performed by Stephen O’Malley as a
soloist and also as part of Sunn O))).
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CAN NOISE BE BEAUTIFUL? AN EXPLORATION OF NOISE THROUGH BURKE’S EMPIRICISM
Noise is perceived with the senses, so Edmund Burke’s empiricism, which emphasizes
emotional responses to sensory input, served as a beneficial method to access aesthetic noise.
Burke’s philosophy provided a natural starting point in our structure to learn more about
aesthetic noise because he specifically addressed sound and noise and our responses to them in
his A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. As the
reader may recall, Burke explains aesthetics through the sublime and the beautiful. He attributes
several qualities to the beautiful, including smallness, smoothness, and delicateness (102-105).
The important aspect of the beautiful, according to Burke, is that it invoked the emotion or
passion of love, such as the love for another (39). Whereas the sublime causes terror and pain
(119). He seems to indicate that these experiences are mutually exclusive. One can experience a
feeling or passion of love or terror. However, it was determined with the application of Burke’s
filtering that aesthetic noise could be both sublime and beautiful. This was illustrated by
examining Risveglio di una città (Awakening A City) by Luigi Russolo, Tiger Balm by Annea
Lockwood, a solo performance given by Sunn O)))’s guitarist Stephen O’Malley at Drone
Activity, which took place during the 2018 Redbull Music Festival, and Imaginary Landscape
No.4 by John Cage.
Equating noise to the sublime was easily established. Loud, sudden, and intermittent
noise can trigger our auditory startle response, which neuroscientist Seth Horowitz indicated
could propel us into motion in less than one-one-hundredth of a second (111-112). Noise is
capable of activating fight or flight mode, but it can also cause us to freeze. Peter Levine
described this as the Medusa Effect, in which the subject freezes in fear. This often occurs when
escape is impossible (19). The neurochemicals released in this instance prepare the subject for a
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less painful death. These statements agree with Burke’s explication of the sublime, adding that it
is impossible to derive any pleasure from a direct encounter with it (36). A reason why the
experience of noise can be so terrifying is that it activates the limbic system of the brain, which
puts us in survival mode. This area responds faster than the neocortex. Reason goes offline in
these instances, and we are momentarily removed from our subjectivity. This is a genuinely
terrifying occurrence as well as being sublime.
Russolo’s noise performance presented in a concert hall was truly shocking for the time.
Cage’s usage of intermitting noise creates annoyance and uneasiness. Lockwood’s juxtaposition
of human and animal noises reveals our animalistic nature, which is terrifying for some. The
sheer volume of O’Malley’s performance was overwhelming and potentially dangerous if
hearing protection was not employed. The connection between noise and the sublime was easily
established when filtering these works through Burke’s criteria.
However, our findings indicated that noise could also be beautiful. To reiterate, Burke
indicates that beauty produces the emotion or passion of love (39). We noted that noise is
capable of suspending reason, which dims our rational minds, but as Ray Kurzweil indicates,
love is not a rational process (108). Reason does not make us fall in love; our emotions do.
Interestingly enough, some of the same neurochemicals involved in the fight or flight response
are involved when one falls in love (bbc.co.uk). To continue, Burke attributes several
characteristics to beauty, such as smoothness, gradual variation, delicate, small, graceful, and
social qualities (107). We learned that these qualities applied to the works that we examined.
Though Russolo's intonarumori performance was noisy and shocking, he was
attempting to extend the range of human emotions. He felt that this would foster a more
profound connection to the divine (Chessa 63). Cage had a deep respect for humanity, and he

255
sought to demonstrate our connection through noise and technology. The collaboration necessary
to execute Imaginary Landscape No. 4 reinforces this aspect of social connection. Another
interpretation of Lockwood's Tiger Balm presents our connection with the beauty of nature.
Finally, though loud, O'Malley's performance was slow and smooth, which are qualities that
Burke attributes to the beautiful (103). The performance also promoted social connection as the
audience vibrated as one in a sea of noise. Artists generally put love and care into their work, and
these artists are no exception. From this exploration of the sublime and the beautiful through
Burke's philosophical filter, it was concluded that noise, when employed by an artist, could be
beautiful as well as sublime.
Through Burkean filtering, it was found that the passions (emotions) that are stimulated
by exposure to the sublime and the beautiful had the potential to exist simultaneously in works
that employed aesthetic noise. This is a significant revelation as Burke never discusses the
possibility of both of these conditions occurring concurrently, but we have found that it is
possible with aesthetic noise. However, this inaugural delve into the philosophical filtering of
noise demonstrates its complexities. It would have been a disservice to stop here. It was
determined that more philosophical filtering would be needed to reveal more information on the
nature of aesthetic noise.

MARTIN HEIDEGGER: NOISE THROUGH THE FILTER OF ALĒTHIA AND THE FOUR CAUSES
Noise is invisible and ephemeral and seemingly opposed to the solidity of what is
typically thought of as an art material. This chapter sought to determine the materiality and the
value of noise as an art material through the four causes as elucidated by Martin Heidegger.
Aesthetic noise was filtered through causa materialis to determine its materiality. Causa
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formalis was employed in an attempt to understand the possible forms that noise might assume.
Causa finalis was applied to learn if noise could have a purpose or end. Finally, causa efficiens
was used to reveal more information about the artist who works with noise. Further filtering was
applied to reveal any truth that might result from the usage of noise aesthetically. The truth that
was found in noise was alētheiac rather than truth as correctness. I examined the works Tell-Tail
Sails (After Sandy) by Alyce Santoro, Theater Piece No. 1 by John Cage, a work by Cage’s
student Allan Kaprow entitled 18 Happenings In 6 Parts, Event Scores by Alison Knowles,
including Make a Salad, Newspaper Music, and her Nivea Cream Piece, and Come Out, an early
tape piece, by Steve Reich.

THE FOUR CAUSES
Heidegger used an example of a silver chalice, noting that the material from which it is
made was silver to demonstrate causa materialis (“The Question Concerning Technology” 289).
The noisy material in Alyce Santoro’s Tell-Tail Sail (After Sandy) was compared to the material
in the silver chalice. At first, it seemed that noise was not a valid material as it is not initially
perceived. However, on further investigation, it was found that due to its softness, silver requires
additional metals like copper or zinc to maintain structural integrity. That metal was not initially
perceived, but it is an integral material just as noise is in the SONIC FABRIC that makes up the
sculptural material of Santoro’s sails.
Next, we examined aesthetic noise through the filter of causa formalis to determine if
noise could be molded into a form. Again, Heidegger used the silver chalice to explain this
cause, noting the dependent relationship between the material and its form. The form of the
chalice was dependent on the silver and vice versa (“The Question Concerning Technology”
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315). I chose to subject more performative works to this filter, which included Happenings and
Event Scores, which are nothing like a silver chalice but loosely assume the forms of theater and
music scores. The Happenings Theater Piece No.1 by John Cage and 18 Happenings in 6 Parts
by Allan Kaprow were employed. As a reminder, Kaprow defined Happenings as works that
“simply happen” and are generally not repeated (16-17). They used loose sets of instructions that
often involved the audience. They were performed and then were gone forever. They were
deemed noise due to the fact that they not only utilized noise, but they are a noisy genre as they
are assemblages of multiple forms. These works resembled theater but lacked the Aristotelian
formal qualities of the narrative beginning, middle, and end of traditional tragedy. Three Event
Scores by Alison Knowles, Make a Salad, Newspaper Music, and Nivea Cream Piece were also
considered. These works are shorter in length than Happenings, resemble musical scores, and use
nuanced the noises of everyday life. Though these pieces do have a form, they seem to be much
more volatile than Heidegger’s example of the silver chalice. However, if we consider
Heidegger’s analysis as an opening to discuss form, we can open additional discourse on the
notion of form through these works.
Through deep thought was required to establish the links between noise and causa
materialis and causa formalis, it seemed apparent that in certain contexts, noise could have a
purpose in art. If you may recall, causa finalis defined the purpose for the work of art (“The
Question Concerning Technology” 315). Using the example of the silver chalice, Heidegger
indicates that its purpose lies within the liturgical sacrificial rite (ibid). Though it bore little
resemblance to the silver chalice, Reich’s early tape piece Come Out had a definitive purpose.
The recorded and looped sentence fragment, which progressed into noise, had the purpose of
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bringing to light the injustices that the wrongly accused Daniel Hamm and Harlem Six had
suffered. In this context, noise served the purpose of being a tool to bring injustice to awareness.
It was also easy to establish a connection between causa efficiens and noise. Heidegger
notes that this cause is defined by the artisan who is responsible for making the art and bringing
it into appearance (“The Question Concerning Technology” 315). Santoro, Cage, Kaprow,
Knowles, and Reich all brought noise into being through their aforementioned works, so
Heidegger’s criteria of causa efficiens was easily met.
At first, causa materialis and causa formalis, using Heidegger’s explanations did not
seem to apply to works of noise because they bear little resemblance to the example of the silver
chalice. But if we used Heidegger’s example as a means to open a way of thinking about the
nature of art, we discovered the validity and value of noise, opening a discourse. If we become
present with these works of noise, we find that this opening provides a means to reveal some of
the alētheiac truth in noise. In considering noise through the four causes, we learned more about
the qualities and the alētheiac nature of noise. These Heideggerian filters proved to be an
effective means of revealing more of the complexities of aesthetic noise, but as Heidegger
teaches that not all aspects of truth can be revealed a once. It is a dance of revealing and
concealing. When framed differently, additional aspects of noise were revealed, but at the same
time, others were concealed. This demonstrated that aesthetic noise is very complex, so we could
benefit from framing and reframing it.

THE TRUTH IN NOISE: NOISE AND JACQUES DERRIDA’S PARERGON
In this chapter, it was determined that aesthetic noise required a frame in order to provide
context. However, since noise refuses to respect boundaries, an ordinary frame was confirmed to
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be inadequate. Jacques Derrida’s interpretation of the parergon provided context and gave value
to noise when it was used as an art material. A parergon, as we learned, occurs both inside and
outside of artwork, which allows it to exist (The Truth in Painting 9). Though judged as an extra
by Kant (57), the paregon was deemed to be essential in determining the context and the value of
aesthetic noise. I reflected on the usage of the parergon in Luigi Russolo’s La musica, Alyce
Santoro’s Galician-edition, and Kannon, the 2015 album release by drone metal band Sunn O)))
to amplify the significance and value of aesthetic noise.
Russolo’s La musica demonstrated that there were multiple parerga at play. It was not
just the frame that surrounded the painting but the supports within the painting, the wall in which
it was hung, the collection in which it resided, its country of its origin versus where it resides
today, etcetera. The parerga, both inside and outside of the work, unveiled some meaning and
importance of the depicted noise in Russolo’s noisy painting.
Kant states that parerga like clothing and other finery are extras that detracted from the
beauty of the human form (57). However, when the art was not only noise but clothing as well,
like in the example of Santoro’s Galician-edition, it was difficult to determine which elements
were and were not part of the work. Additionally, Santoro imparted a collaboratory paregon on
the work, whereas I reframed it as trauma. Again, the paregon proved to be essential to the work,
yet it was porous and allowed for additional readings.
The final example that I included in this chapter was Kannon by Sunn O))). Derrida noted
the quality of “too muchness” in relation to the paregon, which overspills its boundaries,
imparting the fear of the sublime (The Truth in Painting 125). This sublime quality could also be
likened to the Lacanian REAL, where lack and excess exist simultaneously (113). Both of these
paregonal attributes were found to be present in Kannon. As you might recall, Kannon is the
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Buddhist goddess of mercy who hears the cries of the world and responds with compassion.
Nothingness, which is often equated to lack, is a typically misunderstood concept in Buddhist
meditation. Yonge Mingyur Rinpoche offered the alternative signification of nothingness in
Buddhist philosophy as potential (59). Therefore, this showed that the abysmal quality of the
parergon was capable of producing something out of nothing in art.
By examining these works of Russolo, Santoro, and Sunn O))), we came to realize that
the parergon is not an extra, a supplement, or hors d'oeuvres as Kant might have us believe (57).
This exploration of aesthetic noise determined that parergon was an essential part of the work.
Yet, the parergon, like noise, was found to be porous and unstable, eventually deconstructing the
work into nothing. However, as we have discovered, something can emerge from nothing.
Therefore, an encounter with the sublimity of the abyss through the parergon allows our
imaginations to frame and reframe a work. This enables us to read it in many different ways.
This investigation further demonstrated that the meaning of a work with its dependent and
transitory natures could be deconstructed and reframed in multiple manners. This investigation
using the parergonal filter determined that meaning could emerge from the abyss of noise. The
paregon was thus found to be highly beneficial in framing aesthetic noise.

THE TRANSDUCTION OF THE ABJECT THROUGH THE FILTER OF JULIA KRISTEVA’S ABJECTION AND
PURIFICATION
Through Derrida’s filter of the parergon, we found that the frame was porous. Julia
Kristeva’s premise of abjection was found to be an extension of this. When applied to a work of
aesthetic noise, we found that noise decayed like the self in death, thus reminding us of a corpse.
Once the subject has transitioned to be an object, the result is abjection. Death and decay remind
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us of this as Kristeva stated, “There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being” (3).
Abjection reminds us that we exist on the border of life and death, and this is terrifying, so we
attempt not to think about it or leave it to institutional power structures to purify it for us. I then
continued with the idea of noise as a metaphor for trauma and found that it is also linked with
abjection because our avoidance can attempt to repress, but it only leaks out in unproductive
ways. Kristeva indicated that art and, primarily, literature were the ideal means of purifying the
abject (Powers of Horror 23). She chose the author Louise-Ferdinand Céline as the abject author
bar none to confront abjection (ibid). However, since noise and trauma could also be equated to
abjection, I argued that noise could serve as its own means of purifying catharsis through
transduction. Transduction is the general term for the conversion of one energy form into
another, but it is commonly applied to audio. Since aesthetic noise is audio, this term served
well. I demonstrated abjection and purification with regards to noise using the following works
Superhero Dress #1 and Rhythm Suit by Alyce Santoro, Piano Transplants by Annea Lockwood,
Different Trains by Steve Reich, and the 2019 performance given by Sunn O))) at Rockefeller
Memorial Chapel, Chicago.
Abjection, as well as trauma can serve as a motivator to incite change. The traumatic
experience and its internalized unprocessed emotions fit the definition of abjection. The
quintessential superhero narrative was employed to demonstrate the need to purify one’s trauma
premise or risk being consumed by it. This idea was applied to Santoro’s Superhero Dress #1
and Rhythm Suit and Phish drummer Jon Fishman’s performance with it. The repressed noise
within the fabric was discharged by Fishman and transduced and purified into art.
Lockwood’s Piano Transplant series demonstrated the abject border between life and
death. These installations commemorate the first successful human heart transplant performed by
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Christiaan Barnard in 1967. The patient who needs a heart transplant teeters on the border
between life and death. The beyond repair, noisy pianos used in Lockwood’s piece also
demonstrate abjection. However, both the heart patient and the pianos are given new life as a
result of transplantation. Abjection was thus purified, transformed, and transduced into art
through Lockwood’s series.
Continuing with the concept of abjection, we learned that trauma is capable of crossing
generational lines. One generation can pass the pain and anxiety of past traumas onto the next
generation. This is known as intergenerational trauma (Maté 213). In cases such as these, the
trauma was largely subconscious, but if left unprocessed, it is capable of producing ailments and
suffering that can cross generational lines. An example of this often manifests in Holocaust
survivors and their descendants (ibid). Reich’s Different Trains demonstrates the transduction of
this type of trauma and the abjection of noise into a new historical musical form.
Original sin is another type of abjection. Through Kristeva, we learned that original sin is
a debt imparted on humanity through the transgressions of Adam as original sin (Powers of
Horror 121). The debt of sin is something owed, and due to this, perpetual atonement must be
sought. In the Christian traditions, one might seek this purification through the sacrament of
baptism into the Church. So, a church seemed highly unusual and even sacrilegious to present
metal music because it is often associated with the devil (Weinstein 258). Nevertheless, on April
22, 2019, that was precisely what the Empty Bottle did in their Presents series. Though very
loud, the performance was reminiscent of ritual purification often performed as part of church
rites, and the overwhelming intensity washed over us like a baptism. Noise, at that moment,
absolved us all from our sins. Sunn O))) in the sanctity of a church purified abjection through the
transduction of noise.
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Kristeva’s philosophical filters of abjection and purification proved to be of significant
value for the evaluation of aesthetic noise. By subjecting the noise in the works of Santoro,
Lockwood, Reich, and Sunn O))), it was witnessed how noise could serve as its own purification
when it was transduced into art. In confronting abjection in this manner, these artists
demonstrated that we need not be subsumed by abjection nor rely on institutions to purify it for
us. Instead, they expressed that purification could reside within the transduction of noise into art.
This makes the philosophical filters of Kristeva’s abjection and purification very useful in the
assessment of aesthetic noise.

FUTURE WORK
The discussion of noise as abjection brought up the question as to whether noise is dirty
and in need of purification. In audio, potentiometers and patch-points that crackle are said to be
“dirty” and are in need of “cleaning,” “working,” or “burnishing.” Perhaps further inquiry is to
be made into the dirty/clean aspects of noise and sound through the filters of abjection and
purification. I propose a more in-depth investigation into Kristeva’s philosophies in relation to
Freud and Lacan will also be included. This continuing investigation might also include
Aristotle’s and Gotthold Lessing’s ideas on catharsis as well as Lessing’s philosophy on
freedom, especially in theater.
The link between noise and trauma became apparent to me over the course of writing this
dissertation. I approached trauma as an ailment to be remedied by applying aspects of
psychoanalysis and somatic work. My investigation revealed the area of trauma studies where
trauma is not necessarily viewed as an embodied negative experience in need of fixing.
Wertheimer and Casper describe past views and approaches to trauma as,
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The condition of trauma became a target for biomedical and psychiatric intervention, and
in Foucauldian terms, traumatized individuals became subjects of and to various
disciplinary practices that congealed around them. To be traumatized meant that one was
psychically wounded and vulnerable, unwhole; therapeutic practices were aimed at
“restoring” normalcy or stasis. (2-3).
They continue by offering an alternative to therapeutic models by posing the following
questions, “Critical trauma studies asks: What does it mean to use the discourse of trauma? To
represent events as ruptures, breaks, and other deviations from the normal? And what, then, is
the normal?” (3). Trauma, as well as noise, creates an opening in which the discourse on trauma
and noise can continue and evolve. The discussion between noise and trauma and the ruptures or
opening that it creates will be expanded upon with the ideas already presented by Heidegger,
Derrida, Shvarts, and Mingur Rinpoche. Additionally, I intend to blend them with noise and
trauma studies with writings by the following authors including, E. Ann Kaplan and her ideas of
Future-Tense Trauma Cinema, Shoshana Felman and her ideas on trauma and deconstructionism,
and Franz Fanon and his ideas of colonialism and the Hegelian dialectic and apply them to noise.
The third area for future investigation links noise to mysticism and spirituality. These
areas were touched upon noting Russolo’s link to mysticism and the occult, Cage’s connection
with Buddhism, and Sunn O)))’s performances which are rooted in ritual and ceremony. Likely
this discussion would include Kristeva’s insights into religion and mysticism and a more indepth exploration of Mingur Rinpoche’s teachings regarding mediation on sound. An area of
great interest that I was not able to include in this dissertation was Jung’s ideas on individuation,
the self, and the divine as related to noise, and a more in-depth usage of Jungian psychoanalyst
Pinkola-Estés’ ideas on myth and the wild woman archetype. Likely, further discussions on
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mysticism and spirituality would also lead to further discussion of the sublime, in which Kant,
Burke, and Derrida would be further explored. Schopenhauer and Lyotard’s ideas would no
doubt prove useful here. Additionally, Mario Costa’s perspectives on the sublime, modern
technologies, and new media art would be useful in this exploration of noise.

FINALE
The goals of this dissertation were threefold; to discuss noise as a complex and valuable
aesthetic material; to demonstrate that in the hands of an artist, noise can call attention to
historical issues such as injustice or trauma; and it can also be a means of emotional expansion
and healing.
As technology and artistry evolve and new works emerge, the demand for literature on
the subject of noise increases. This creates a fertile and open field to expand on and publish my
research. Furthermore, the thinkers and philosophers I used in my analysis were just a small
sample of the possible philosophical filters that could be applied to allow for more avenues of
interpretation. As we have found, noise is very complex, so it would not only be worthwhile but
advantageous to expand on the subject of its aesthetic usage. Noise holds much potential as an
aesthetic material, but there is more work to do.
What this dissertation has demonstrated is that the subject of noise is complex and
contains much to be revealed. I have provided an initial framework with which to contemplate its
possibilities, but there are more. This writing provided a small sample of where these
investigations may lead. With evolving technologies and artistic techniques, the field of noise is
always in the process of becoming. This allows for inexhaustible paths of investigation into the
nature of aesthetic noise.
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ENDNOTES
1. “Para demonstrar su postura creó la máquina intonarumori (Traducido como ‘entonarruidos’),
aparato compuesto por cajas de madera y bocinas de metal que por medio de maniveles y efectos
mecánicos emitía los más diversos sonidos, como crjidos, pequeños estallidos, zumbidos; su
propesta era que en conjunto éstos fueran los sonidos propios de una orquesta maquinal futurista,
con la capacidad de despertar la imaginación del humano moderna. Era, en su opinion, lo que
sería el future de la música” (Sifuentes 94).

2. ZANG TUMB TUMB is a sound poem by Marinetti that appeared in various journals from
1912-1914. It utilizes parole in libertà (words in freedom). The poem incorporates, phonically,
the noises of war.

3. Acoustics is the physical science of sound that encompasses such topics as the propagation of
sound waveforms and their interactions, with the spaces in which they are heard, and can also
encompass perception, as well as the physiological and psychological aspects of hearing.

4. When air is forced into a vessel, it compresses, thus increasing the pressure. The air already
present in the cavity is then forced out. An example would be how blowing air across the mouth
of a jug produces a tone.

5. Electroacoustic music broadly defined involves electronics in the creation of the music, while
acoustic refers to the realm in which it is heard. The form can include recording mediums and
technological and computer-aided manipulation of the sound to create new sonorities and
textures.
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6. The noise floor is any residual noise present in a system.

7. A carrier wave is typically a high frequency, sinusoidal waveform that is modulated with an
input signal for the purpose of carrying information. For example, FM radio program is
modulated with a carrier wave (the station’s frequency) of a much higher frequency.

8. Twelve-tone or serial music was devised by composer Arnold Schoenberg. It ensured that all
twelve tones of the chromatic scale received equal importance. It is based on a specific ordering
of the twelve tones in which no tone may be repeated in the row. The row may be presented in its
original or prime, retrograde, inversion, or retrograde inversion. A row may begin on any note
and can have up to forty-eight different forms.

9. Prepared piano is a technique developed by John Cage where objects are placed on and
between the strings to alter the sound of the piano.

10. The term Happening is attributed to Cage’s Student, Allan Kaprow, who in 1959 presented
the work 18 Happenings in 6 Parts. This was said to be the first time the term was used to
describe a performance work. However, there is a debate as to whether Cage’s Theater Piece No.
1 was the first Happening.

11. A forty-five-second reverb time is extremely long. To compare, two very famous concert
halls known for their sublime acoustical properties are significantly shorter. Carnegie Hall in
New York has a reverberation time of 1.8 seconds occupied and 2.10 seconds unoccupied, and
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Symphony Hall in Boston is 1.85 seconds occupied and 2.40 seconds unoccupied
(http://www.concerthalls.org/?page_id=147). Reverberation helps musicians to hear each other
and to balance and blend their sounds, but with too much, clarity and delineation are lost.
Therefore, performing in an acoustic like the Dan Harpole cistern must have required intense
listening and concentration.

12. The heterodyning principle was pioneered in 1901 by Canadian engineer Reginald
Fessenden. Simply put, it involves the combination of two frequencies to produce new tones. In
1918, American engineer Edwin Armstrong used this principle to develop FM radio.

13. WFMT Radio is a Chicago-based classical music/fine arts radio station founded in 1951 by
Bernie and Rita Jacobs. It is known for its technical excellences and innovative programming,
including the regular broadcast of live music. It was America’s first superstation offering
programming across the country and to the European Broadcast Union. It was also chosen by
Sony and Philips to air the first compact disc.

14. Music concrète was developed by French composer Pierre Schaeffer when in 1942, he began
to experiment with recorded sounds. In founding the Studio d’Essai de la Radiodiffusion
national, be began manipulating the recorded sounds of voices, synthesizers, and natural sounds.
He and his pupils would modify the sounds by cutting them, adding effects such as
reverberation, altering the pitch, reversing the playback, etc. This compositional technique
became formally known as Music concrète in 1949 because instead of using standard music
notation, it used concrete sounds (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musique_concrète).
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15. Electroacoustic music is music that is derived from electronic technology. “Electronic” not
only refers to the tools used to transduce and manipulate sound but also the medium serving as
the structure for the work. The form was originated in the middle of the 20th century utilizing
magnetic analog recording tape as in the music concrète technique pioneered by Pierre Schaeffer,
an engineer at ORTF (Radiodiffusion-Télévison Française).

16. Simplification does not mean “simple” or “easy” in the case of minimalist music. Ask any
musician who has played minimalist compositions. A piece can be quite difficult to execute.

17. As we have learned from John Cage, there is no silence. I am using the term to indicate that
the piece fades to its conclusion.

18. Acousmatic sound indicates that the source of the sound is veiled or unseen. Artist and
composer Pierre Schaffer was the first to use the term to refer to his musique concrète, implying
that the unseen sound is often recorded.

19. dB SPL stands for sound pressure level using the unit of the decibel to measure the intensity
of a sound.

20. My companion was a music writer, so he went willingly. No critics were harmed during this
experience.
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21. Sound pressure level dB SPL was measured with the Performance Audio Decibel Meter Pro
App on iPhone 6.

22. We wore musician earplugs that night with 15dB attenuation filters. The experience was still
loud but bearable.

23. Most modern radio receivers, if you are still listening to terrestrial radio, are often equipped
with noise suppression to eliminate the static between stations.

24. Reel-to-reel tape recorded at 30 inches per second yields approximately 15 minutes of record
time. 15 ips provides approximately 30 minutes of recording time. 7 ½ and 3 ¾ recording speeds
are possible, however, the slower the recording speed, the higher the noise floor of the medium.
This manifests itself in the form of tape hiss.

25. Tape speed contributes to the noise floor, which is the presence of residual noise present in a
medium or a system. The slower the tape speed, the more audible the noise becomes.

26. Print through results when the magnetic charge of the metal particles “bleeds” onto
subsequent layers of tape. Cross talk occurs when the magnetization of one track “bleeds” into
the other adjacent track(s). The result is a ghost image on the actual track. Self-erasure occurs
when the oxide particles begin to lose their magnetic charge. This typically affects high
frequencies first resulting in dull sounding playback and later resulting in intelligibility.
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27. Self-erasure occurs over time as the metal oxide particles on analogue recording tape lose
their magnetic charge. The result is eventually unintelligible noise.

28. Sony introduced the Walkman in 1979. It was a portable listening device, which
featured a radio and cassette player that came with a detachable, collapsible set of headphones. It
was the precursor to the iPod and iPhone.

29. Einstein’s conservation of energy say no because energy cannot be destroyed, but it will
change form.

30. The noises floor is any residual noise that is present in a system.

31. Rinpoche translates to “precious one” and in Tibetan Buddhism, it is a term of honor
signifying a reincarnated Lama or respected teacher of the Dharma. Though the title appears
after one’s name, they are often simply referred to as Rinpoche.

32. This is referring to metaphorical silence because as we have learned from previous chapters
that true silence is impossible unless we are speaking of a vacuum.

33. The noise artist can often create a piece faster than an author can produce a novel, or, at least,
that has been my experience.
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34. Though, beyond the scope of this dissertation, trauma studies present exciting new filters
with which to examine noise.

35. Consequentially, the ear is also a transducer. Acoustic energy vibrates the eardrum causing it
to move. The eardrum is connected to three tiny bones known as the ossicles, which are also set
into motion. The last bone, the stapes, enters the oval window of the cochlea and stimulate its
internal fluid. The fluid agitates the hair-like cilia that line the interior of the cochlea and
correspond to different frequencies. The signal is then transduced into electrical impulses and
travels to the auditory nerve and then to the brain for interpretation.

36. There is actually a little-known earlier iteration of a piano transplant. In 1966, Lockwood
created a version inserting bamboo slivers into the soundboard, doll’s eyes into the strings, and a
bubble machine that would activate with the depression of the soft pedal. (Revell).

37. The original purpose for Piano Burning was to capture the sound of fire for another work
entitled Heat. It was unsuccessful for that purpose, but it became its own work.

38. This is my interpretation of Reich’s piece Different Trains, as someone without any direct
lineage to the Holocaust. My intension is to be as empathic and respectful in the analysis as
possible.

39. This is a positive statement.
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40. The original performance on April 20, 2019 quickly sold out, so a second show was added.

41. Steve Albini is known for his use of analog equipment and recording tape, his outspoken
views on the music industry, and for engineering Nirvana’s final studio album In Utero.
Electrical Audio is a beautiful studio consequently, within walking distance of my house.

42. The Empty Bottle is a bar/performance venue established in 1992 and located in Chicago’s
Ukrainian Village neighborhood. It is known for alternative music performance.

43. This was determined unscientifically by clapping and counting the seconds until I could no
longer hear the decay. Note, seven seconds a long reverb time. To put it in perspective, the
reverb time of a lecture hall would typically be .5 seconds and an average concert hall might
about 2.2 seconds.
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